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Summary. — This article asks what led to the successful implementation of the National Rural Employment guarantee program (NRE-
GA) in Andhra Pradesh. In particular, the article ethnographically examines the implementation of the program in two different village
panchayats (Dalit and Tribal) in Andhra, with a focus on underprivileged communities and it finds dramatic differences in the outcomes
of the program. Both outcomes can be considered successful for the workers of the NREGA, although perhaps in ways that could not
have been anticipated by the planners of the program. Theoretically, the analysis is situated between two strands—pessimistic critiques
of the high-modernist state and more optimistic visions of state-society synergy. The pessimistic analysis underestimates the possibility a
community will take advantage of the opportunities that a high-modernist state can provide. On the other hand, the overly optimistic
account of the state-society literature assumes what I am calling ‘‘joint intentionality” between state and community is necessary for
success, and empirically rules out successes that do not have such joint intentionality. The article shows that high-modernist state actions
can create a structural context that opens up avenues for local successes, while local factors—namely the caste, class and livelihood strat-
egy of villagers—determine the distinct avenues through which success is achieved. Top-down centralized implementation characterized
by a high-modernist state does not rule out the realization of local goals. State and society can interact to produce positive outcomes
even if these outcomes are not jointly intended.
� 2017 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The South Indian state of Andhra Pradesh’s successful per-
formance in governing the world’s largest welfare scheme, the
National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA), has
been looked to as a ‘‘model” and has been identified as one
of the ‘‘star” states in implementation, worthy of imitation
(Aiyar & Samji, 2009; Imbert & Papp, 2015; Maiorano,
2014). This success is surprising, as Andhra Pradesh (Andhra)
has a terrible history—as do the other states in India—in
managing public works projects. For instance, the Food for
Work program in Andhra, the predecessor of the NREGA,
was often called the ‘‘loot for work” program, because it
was documented to have ‘‘exceptionally high misappropria-
tion(s)” (Deshingkar, Johnson, & Farrington, 2005;
Maiorano, 2014). In contrast, corruption in Andhra’s
NREGA was found to be between 20% and 30%, which is sig-
nificantly less than the typical case (Muralidharan, Niehaus, &
Sukhtankar, 2014). More importantly, studies point to other
dimensions of success beyond corruption, such as increasing
agricultural wages, reducing Maoist conflict violence, effective
targeting of the poor and equalizing wages across genders
(Dasgupta, Gawande, & Kapur, 2016; Imbert & Papp 2015;
Mann & Pande 2012; Muralidharan, Niehaus, &
Sukhtankar, 2016; Sukhtankar 2016). These studies measure
successful outcomes, but are not able to identify the underly-
ing mechanisms. While the Andhra story is acknowledged as
a success, there has been no sustained examination of how that
success was achieved. This article fills this gap by examining
mechanisms at the village level in Andhra’s successful
NREGA implementation.
This article reports on the implementation of the program in

two different village panchayats, or village councils, in
Andhra, with a focus on underprivileged communities where
I have found dramatic differences in the outcomes of the pro-
gram. I call the two different contexts ‘‘the Dalit case” and
203
‘‘the Tribal case” to focus our attention on the respective
underprivileged communities. The Dalit case represents a case
where NREGA workers are landless laborers and not farm-
ers. 1 The Tribal case is one where the NREGA workers are
also small farmers who work on their own land. In both cases,
these underprivileged communities experience oppression,
both locally within the village as well as by the state. The Trib-
als fear the state while the Dalits’ relationship with the state is
ambivalent. In the Dalit case, I find that NREGA workers
were able to improve their bargaining power with the landed
class and the local state as well as their social standing in
the village. But they did not perceive the NREGA projects
to be relevant to them beyond their wages. In the Tribal case,
however, I find that workers were able to build community
projects that were useful to them while their relationship with
the local state was left unchanged.
Studies that look at NREGA attribute its success largely to

the political will that put in place a capable bureaucracy to
implement its program (Gulzar & Pasquale, 2015; Maiorano,
2014). Andhra bureaucracy at the state level centralized con-
trol over the NREGA’s implementation (Muralidharan
et al., 2014). Andhra’s implementation was not only top-
down, but broadly fits with the description of the state that
Scott popularized as ‘‘high modernist” (Scott, 1998). For
Scott, high modernism describes a situation in which planners
working for the state impose a technocratic, rationalistic idea
to order social realities. One of the important features of this
high-modernist ideology is that it tends to devalue or banish
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politics, as politics can only frustrate the social solutions
devised by planners (Scott, 1998, p. 94).
In Scott’s vision, a high-modernist state’s active role in

improvement schemes often leads to disastrous outcomes. 2

One dominant strain of the critiques of development has
shown that despite having the ‘‘will to improve,” centralizing
efforts carried out by the development apparatus, as consti-
tuted by a state or a development agency, have led to bad out-
comes (Li, 2007; Pritchett & Woolcock, 2004).
Indeed, development plans in postcolonial India started

with high-modernist visions. But because of their many fail-
ures, centralized, state-run projects lost legitimacy and decen-
tralization and devolving power came to be seen as a way of
ending poverty by increasing accountability (Bardhan, 2002;
Manor, 1999). In 1992, India passed the 73rd amendment to
its constitution, which set in motion a decentralization of
power, with more power being given to the village councils
(Rao & Sanyal, 2010). However, the decentralization para-
digm idealizes community and the local, when in fact there
are contentious politics at the local level (Bardhan, 2002;
Mohan & Stokke, 2000; Tendler, 1997).
In pointing to the failure of decentralization, a higher-level

bureaucrat at the state level in the NREGA saw the problems
of implementation in development projects as follows:

I found three kinds of vested interests: politicians who get the works sanc-
tioned are bringing the works to the village so that they have a share in it,
and the engineers and contractors, who implement the works and make the
estimates, also have a share in it. I have found that development programs
in the past have been driven through and through by these vested interests.
So I realized that, if NREGA is to run, we have to keep these three fellows
out. We need to have a totally different business process. Willy nilly, these
people will come in and position themselves. We need to turn the whole
thing upside down, and only then will things move. We need to take away
the powers from everyone.

He advocated for centralizing NREGA implementation in
Andhra Pradesh. In theory NREGA was designed to be par-
ticipatory and ‘‘on demand” with a number of provisions to
encourage participation from the workers (Khera, 2011). In
practice, the higher-level bureaucrats in Andhra Pradesh stan-
dardized and controlled every aspect of NREGA’s implemen-
tation. They decided the type of work that was allowed,
remotely controlled work group formations, tracked the num-
ber of days worked by each worker, remotely generated pay-
ments, and used technology to monitor the work of the
lower-level bureaucrats. 3 The high-level bureaucrats wanted
to remove any influence of local politics from the implementa-
tion. 4 So while NREGA was decentralized in its plan, it was
centralized in its implementation. But, how did such high-
modernist implementation of the NREGA succeed where so
many others had failed?
2. JOINT INTENTIONALITY BETWEEN STATE AND
SOCIETY

The state-society literature seems to offer an alternative to
the pessimism of such top-down, state-led development pro-
jects by looking for synergies between state and society
(Evans & Heller, 2015; Lavalle, Acharya, & Houtzager,
2005; Mansuri & Rao, 2013). This synergy between state
actors and a mobilized society leads them to ‘‘coproduce”
desirable outcomes (Evans, 1996; Ostrom, 1996; Tarlau,
2013). For state actors, soliciting the cooperation of the
marginalized to participate is key, especially since the opportu-
nities for local ‘‘elite capture” from the dominant elements of
society are so pronounced (Adhikari & Bhatia, 2010; Bardhan,
2002). Synergy is predicated on sufficient ties between refor-
mist actors in state and community (‘‘embeddedness”) and a
certain division of labor (‘‘complementarity”) (Evans, 1996).
State and community can be brought together through the will
of the state actors or from actions of society. In these accounts
of state-society synergy, what is left implicit is what I am call-
ing ‘‘joint intentionality.” As shown below, this implicit
requirement of joint intentionality makes it difficult to explain
NREGA successes as cases of state-society synergy.
Joint intentionality refers to the notion that the two parties,

in this case, state and societal actors, come together con-
sciously and intentionally to work toward better outcomes.
While outcomes in the synergy literature depend on power
struggles between and within state and society, joint intention-
ality is a starting point to achieve such synergy. In the Indian
context, Kerala stands out as a successful case of synergy
where the developmental state was flexible in managing the
competing demands of the landed class as well as those of
the landless laborers (Heller, 1999). The coordinated outcome
of the synergy between the state and working-class parties in
the Kerala case was labor market reform, legal and social pro-
tection enforced by the state, and the institutionalization of
working-class power. These ‘‘sandwich” strategies of synergy
by reformists within the state also expect a willingness from
‘‘society” to cooperate (Fox, 1993). Consequently, in an agrar-
ian, rural scenario, if the working class has sufficient economic
autonomy from the landed class they are better able to
demand social protection programs from the state (Heller
1996; Pattenden, 2011; Roy 2014).
Synergistic strategies also assume that successful outcomes

can be known ahead of time, and it is simply a matter of get-
ting actors within state and society to come together. This
leaves out possibilities where outcomes may not be shared or
anticipated ahead of time. Successful outcomes need not
always be seen as such by parties and thus they may not be
part of the master plan of the state. Instead, what is seen as
success could differ based on local conditions and the position-
ality of the agent. While active coproduction strategies like
Heller’s Kerala case may be desirable, we need to account
for cases where the central state has allowed for and influenced
local community action, outcomes of which are not antici-
pated or seen as a success by all parties.
These two strands—the criticism of the high-modernist state

as well as the state-society optimism—miss important possibil-
ities. On the one hand, the pessimistic Scottian analysis under-
estimates the possibility of the community to take advantage
of the opportunities that a high-modernist state could provide.
As we will see below, subordinate groups can find ways to
leverage even high-modernist programs without needing to
assume joint intentionality. On the other hand, the overtly
optimistic account of the state-society literature expects a lot
out of their interaction and empirically rules out successes that
do not have such joint intentionality.
This article uses the state-society framework to look at how

the NREGA has to contend with the politics of work within
these contexts. But it departs from both optimistic and pes-
simistic accounts in the literature.
It is based on an ethnographic investigation over an 18-

month period between 2011 and 2012, of which 12 months
were spent in the field. The data for this article come from a
comparative village study, where I lived for a four-month per-
iod in a Tribal and Dalit setting. I picked two different village
contexts after 14 months of starting my fieldwork. The basic
configurations that I found in these two are similar to other
villages in Andhra. According to Population Census 2011,
the Dalit village has a population of approximately 5000
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and 34% were Scheduled Caste (Dalit), as compared to 17.1%
in the state of Andhra Pradesh as a whole. The literacy rate of
the Dalit village was about 54% compared to 67.02 % of
Andhra Pradesh. This was a large agricultural wage, with
95% of the workers doing agriculture-related work and 75%
of the workers were agricultural laborers without any land
of their own.
The tribal village had a total population of about 300. The

population is comprised of members of the Savara tribe. They
are listed in the census as marginal workers. But they do
‘‘own” land, even though they don’t have formal papers to
prove that. They live in the hills and work on the forest land
for their living.
The ‘‘Tribal case” and the ‘‘Dalit case” clearly refer to the

‘‘identity” of these village contexts, but the identities of the vil-
lagers are not contained by those labels. As I show in this arti-
cle, the class character behind these identity-based constructs
played a significant role in shaping outcomes. I chose a large
agricultural village for the Dalit case to be able to easily detect
the conflicts of interest that may play out elsewhere. The Tri-
bal village had four different neighborhoods with differing dis-
tance from the town center, allowing me to capture a variety
of experiences. This also helped me address biases that could
come from picking a Tribal village too close or too far from
the town. In Andhra, the Reddies and Kammas constitute
the dominant landed community and a large number of land-
less laborers are Dalits. However, it is important to note that
not all Dalits are landless and some do own land. Tribals are a
distinct category and usually live in the hills. They do not suf-
fer from the same caste/class-based divisions present in the
Dalit village. I had also hired one local youth as a research
assistant, who I will refer to as RK. During this time I ‘‘work-
ed” as an unpaid daily wage laborer, and interviewed a large
number of workers and inhabitants in each village. I focus
my attention on NREGA workers who are primarily from
the most oppressed communities in these two different con-
texts. Using ethnographic investigation, I show how this differ-
ence leads to different outcomes in these two types of cases
within the state of Andhra. This conclusion has implications
for attempts to generalize the ‘‘Andhra model.” Moreover,
these two cases help address broader questions about relations
between the state and local politics.
The rest of the article is organized as follows. Section 2 dis-

cusses the context of the NREGA and the political and admin-
istrative context of Andhra Pradesh. Section 3 sets up the
village contexts—first the Tribal and then the Dalit case. Sec-
tion 4 presents vignettes of work in both Tribal and Dalit vil-
lages. Section 5 compares the two village contexts in three
dimensions—relations to state, material relations to work
and the social relations to work. Section 6 concludes.
3. THE CASE OF THE NREGA

The National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA)
was passed in India in 2005. It was the result of a political
compromise between political parties and part of the ‘‘com-
mon minimum program” of a coalition government (Khera,
2011). The NREGA promised a basic safety net to the poor
as a right by guaranteeing employment in rural India
(Khera, 2011). It has two broad goals. One is to provide
employment, and the other is to build useful rural infrastruc-
ture. The NREGA guarantees each household at least
100 days per year of wage employment. Household members
must be willing to do manual labor at the government-
approved minimum wage (Khera, 2011). The work typically
consists of building agricultural bunds or canals, and other
labor-intensive projects carried out on public lands. The
NREGA has been spending about USD 5.5 billion per year,
paying workers to work on state-designated, public-works
projects (Muralidharan et al., 2014). It provides basic employ-
ment and is perhaps the largest public-employment program
ever (Muralidharan et al., 2014). In 2013–14, nearly 48 million
individuals actually worked on the program, corresponding to
24.4% of all rural households (Desai, Vashishta, & Joshi,
2015). Dalits and Tribals made up 49.5% of the workers while
47.5% were women (Sukhtankar, 2016). 5 The Reddy caste is
one of Andhra’s dominant castes. Locally, ‘‘Reddy” indicates
a male member of the landed class, while ‘‘Dalit” is a person
from the former ‘‘untouchable” caste. The Dalits have tradi-
tionally worked as landless laborers in the Reddies’ agricul-
tural fields.
The NREGA requires a group of people to work together

on state-approved projects. The state is responsible for provid-
ing annually at least 100 days of work per family ‘‘on
demand,” whenever the worker needs work. Workers are paid
bimonthly based on piece-rate basis. Typically, output is mea-
sured for a work group by lower-level bureaucrats.
4. ANDHRA’S POLITICAL AND ADMINISTRATIVE
CONTEXT

The overall political economic context in Andhra helps
make sense of its pattern of NREGA implementation. 6 In
Andhra, over the past few decades, exploitative relations
between the landed and landless class have come under pres-
sure because of political mobilization from low-caste groups
(Byres, Kapadia, & Lerche, 2013; Jakimow, 2014). Dominant
castes are gradually losing their capacity to influence the polit-
ical behavior of those below them. This loss of influence is
leading to an identity-based politics that is transforming the
rural countryside (Balagopal, 2011; Kohli, 1988). In India,
caste and class relations have been historically intertwined.
Caste inequality in particular contributed to class-based
inequality because of a historical division of labor that
restricted mobility (Bayly, 2001). Agrarian surplus extraction
was based on exploitation of lower-caste households with mar-
ginal or no land (Jakimow, 2014). In many states, land
reforms have not been carried out, resulting in a rural struc-
ture where there is a landed class and landless laborers
(Balagopal, 2011; Kohli, 2004).
Andhra’s governance strategy for implementing the

NREGA begins with the enabling role of the late Chief Min-
ister (CM), Y. S. Rajasekhar Reddy (YSR). 7 According to the
former principal secretary of rural development, YSR told him
to ensure that the NREGA was implemented well. He also
warded off criticism from the Members of Legislative Assem-
bly (MLA) in the party and told them to stay away from this
program.
At the time, it was puzzling that YSR, a Reddy, would try to

implement a program that largely seemed to benefit landless
Dalit laborers, and which was not aimed at farmers. In my
interviews, what emerged was that (a) the landless laborers
represented by the Dalit population formed a significant vot-
ing block; (b) 100 days of work per family was not seen as
directly or significantly affecting farming-class interests; (c)
Reddies underestimated the extent to which this program
would be able to raise the minimum wages in the countryside;
and (d) as the only major Congress Party-governed state in the
country, the party was therefore key to implementing it well.
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NREGA is administered at four tiers matching the state,
district, mandals, 8 and village levels. Mandals are subdivided
into gram panchayats, and then villages. Within villages are
habitations, which are often segregated by caste. I use
‘‘higher-level” bureaucrats to denote bureaucrats at the state
level and ‘‘lower level” bureaucrats for those at the mandal
and village level.
Over the last decade, Andhra has attempted to ‘‘outsource”

its work to outside agents and contractors (Kuriyan & Ray,
2009; Manor 2007). The NREGA continued that trend. Fur-
thermore, the entire mandal-level NREGA bureaucracy,
except for the Mandal Program Development Officer
(MPDO), consisted of temporary workers. District-level
NREGA administrators are largely bypassed in the implemen-
tation. Thus, village-level state employees are controlled by
officers at the mandal level, effectively reducing the number
of administrative levels to two: higher-level state bureaucrats
and lower-level mandal bureaucrats. There are no village-
level NREGA offices and all offices report to the mandal-
level office. There is a district office, but its role is limited to
storing documentation and rubber-stamping projects that tra-
vel up and down the hierarchy. Using a temporary work force
helped higher level bureaucrats effectively retain control of the
program.
Thus, higher-level bureaucrats control the main implemen-

tation agency at the mandal level. At the field level, each vil-
lage typically has a field assistant (FA) who assigns work,
maintains attendance registers, and makes all key field-level
decisions. Although a temporary administrative position, the
FA is an important position at the village level. This adminis-
trative structure operates within a broader context, which I
now turn to.
5. VILLAGE CONTEXTS

(a) Tribal case

The Tribal case presented here consists of four adjacent Tri-
bal habitations in the district of Srikakulam. 9 They were each
at a different elevation, surrounded by hills, and an average of
two hours’ walk from the nearest Mandal administrative
office. Completely isolated from vehicular traffic, an infre-
quent bus served a larger village in the foothills about an
hour’s trek away. Tribal villages I visited in Andhra had an
average of thirty families. 10 This village was typical of other
habitations that I saw in Srikakulam. The scenic beauty hides
some of its problems. The village did not have proper roads
and health was a big concern: I saw several malnourished chil-
dren, and malaria was common. 11

All the Tribals were from the same caste, Savaras. All the
Tribals had their own plot of land they cultivated. While there
were differences in the size of the houses they lived in and in
the sizes of the plots they cultivated, they did not sell their
labor power to other Tribals. In this way, the village was
not divided internally based on class and caste distinctions.
A few Tribals traveled to cities for seasonal employment.
The Tribals I spoke with had all moved nearer to the plains,
and related their long history of struggle for the continued
right to live in the hills. A few referred to the period as a ‘‘kar-
uvu kalam” (dark period)—a time when they had little food to
eat. The struggle was as much with their Tribal chief for whom
they worked as laborers as well as with the state. Over the
years, the Tribal chiefs lost their power and I did not see
any traces of lingering class-based oppression. Each family
‘‘owned” a plot of land, each of a different size, that they cul-
tivated for subsistence. They did not have formal title to the
land, but had an informal understanding about their owner-
ship pattern within the village.

(b) Dalit case

The Dalit village is a large village in the Kurnool district,
and accessible by bus from the Mandal administrative
office. 12 The village had a population of about 5,200. 13 The
village had paved, well-connected roads where buses and
motorcycles could easily operate. It is internally segregated
based on caste, similar to all the non-Tribal villages I visited.
Dalits, who identified as Malas or Madigas, were about 34%
of the village population. It also contained one of the largest
land holdings in the district, by acres under cultivation. In
picking a large agricultural village I hoped to witness as
marked an interaction as possible between the differing inter-
ests of the landed and the landless class. The landed farmers
were also divided into small and large farmers with different
interests. 14

The police in Andhra have maintained detailed surveillance
records about the village, a practice instituted during the colo-
nial era. These records reveal the struggle of Dalits to capture
public spaces by petitioning for police support. 15 According
to a Reddy whose name I had seen several times in the police
ledger:

There used to be a fear before. They [the Dalits] used to be afraid. Now they
have learnt to question. The state is also giving them rice. They are getting
aware of their rights. We used to control the laborers. We would not give
enough money to workers. We would not give payment on time. Everybody
was like this. [. . .] We started looking at them as subhuman. This is how the
feelings became bad. There used to be killing.

The records reflect the evolution of village conflicts and
show the power of the landed class, who were almost never
formally charged with crimes. Yet, there was a slow process
of Dalit empowerment through the reclamation of public
spaces, by blocking roads and filing formal petitions. These
contentious politics render the idea of the local and commu-
nity problematic (Bardhan 2002; Mohan & Stokke, 2000;
Tendler 1997) and state-society ‘‘synergy” strategies hard to
pursue (Fox, 1993).
The exploitation of Dalits under the Reddies resembled the

exploitation of Tribals by the Tribal chiefs. Although the Tri-
bal chief has been rendered powerless, the Reddies still control
the lives of the Dalits.
6. WORKING IN THE NREGA

The NREGA was designed to allow workers to choose jobs
from a wide variety of work. The original idea was that
through the deliberative process in the Gram Sabha (a formal
village meeting), workers would choose meaningful work.
Instead, higher-level bureaucrats in Andhra have informally
standardized the type of work (for example, clearing thorn
bushes) that is sanctioned. This violates a key tenet of the pro-
gram.
When I asked the Mandal program officer about how work

was chosen, he immediately showed me a notebook and a file
with pictures in which all the meetings were meticulously doc-
umented. The pictures showed villagers attending the most
recent meeting. I remarked that all the Gram Sabhas for the
entire Mandal (about twenty villages) were recorded as being
completed in just a couple of days. He nodded sheepishly
and said, ‘‘we work hard.” It was clear that the Gram Sabha
was typically assembled only for the sake of proving later that
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there had been a meeting. In this way, despite having partici-
patory frameworks in the NREGA act, the implementation of
the scheme left central control over work assignment to the
high-modernist state. This standardization of work was uni-
form, yet affected the Tribals and Dalits differently, and not
all negatively, as the pessimism of the Scottian view would pre-
dict (Scott 1998).

(a) Tribal work

A sense of community and sharing affected every aspect of
the Tribal people’s lives. The lands the Tribals worked on
through NREGA belonged to all Tribals living in the commu-
nity, and they were eager to work, not only for the wages, but
also for the benefit of the community as a whole. I witnessed
several community events while I was living in the Tribal ham-
lets. One of them was the anniversary of a death, called the
‘‘samadhi bhoja,” a potluck.
On that day, the village was stirring with work. RK (my

companion) remarked that in his Dalit village, people would
not work together for such celebrations. A youth, MC, coor-
dinated the work. The preparations continued steadily, involv-
ing about 30 people. Both men and women participated; men
did most of the cooking. Some Tribals from nearby hamlets
came as well. In seven hours of working together not a single
voice was raised or temper lost, and nobody seemed to avoid
work. The host of the festival was nowhere to be found, and I
realized only gradually that the host was the entire village. A
stranger would not have been able to tell whether it was a fes-
tival taking place in one house or in the entire village. This
illustrated several facets of Tribal life. The tribe lives commu-
nally, there is a culture of working cooperatively, and a local
leader ‘‘emerges” to coordinate various tasks.
Yet, the collective spirit of these Tribals is undergoing

changes. On one occasion, I watched them build a house col-
lectively and marveled at their collaborative spirit, and during
this process one Tribal remarked, ‘‘Things are changing in our
village. Previously the whole village would come, now only
one person from each house is sent for this.” Tribals also
worked individually. Outside of the NREGA, each family
worked on their hill plot alone. I went with a father and son
team on one of those trips. They worked on cutting and clear-
ing the land. They pulled weeds, removed thorns, and ensured
that the plants had enough sunlight. I helped to clear some
bushes, but I was already tired from walking up the hill, and
after some time they told me to sit down. I was astonished
by their stamina. Working on their own land was part of their
lives; there was no alienation, as there was no exploitation.
The NREGA work that the Tribals were engaged in at the

time entailed the construction of a dirt road, which required
workers to lift stones and fill in the gaps with mud. Most of
the Tribals did not have jobs outside the village, and they
could fit their work schedule into their lives as farmers. The
Tribals chose where the road was to be built, and they got
the approval of the local field assistant not because of pursu-
ing any joint intentionality that they collectively came to
through participatory meetings, but because the local field
assistant did not care about the work that was done. In this
way they chose work that was beneficial to them and was
already approved by the state.
The Tribals live in a hilly forest environment, often without

proper access roads. The remoteness and existing low-level of
infrastructure means that even the standardized type of
NREGA work remains very relevant to Tribal workers. As
farmers they immediately benefit from land-development pro-
jects which were considered a priority by higher-level NREGA
bureaucrats. For tribals, this meant actually contributing to
building a road where none exists.
Further, the boundaries between private property and the

commons were blurred for Tribals. On one occasion, I was
surprised to see them moving the fence of a house to ensure
that they were constructing a straight road. The Tribal whose
house plot was thus reduced did not seem to mind; instead, he
was actively cooperating. He knew he would benefit from the
output of the NREGA work, and thus was willing to shrink
his plot size.
One of the most striking things was how hard the Tribals

worked on a daily basis at the NREGA worksites. Individuals
performed distinct roles: digging, collecting, or spreading and
pouring. They mostly took only short breaks and worked for
three to five hours at a stretch with no sign of shirking. The
whole village, both men and women, worked as a unit; when
a few of them were sitting on the side of the road, taking a
long break, MC (who informally coordinated the work) called
them back. It was significant that the entire village seemed to
participate in the work and they waited until everybody
arrived before they began. In the NREGA, the state pays
workers a piece rate based on the amount of work done by
the work group, so it was not surprising that the people who
showed up late were shouted at. They hesitated to allow me
to work with them initially because of concern for my health.
It was clear that even before the NREGA, Tribals were used

to working together on community projects. They were accus-
tomed to supervising their own work, as evidenced in the
potluck celebration earlier. Because they were accustomed to
working together and the work itself produced something of
value to them personally, there was no need for an outsider
to manage their work. I saw this pattern throughout my stay
and it was reinforced during my conversations with them.
The visions of higher-level bureaucrats matched those of Trib-
als, again not because of any synergy that they jointly and con-
sciously pursued together, but because their visions aligned
with the material interests of the Tribals and their relationship
to work.

(b) Dalit work

In contrast, Dalit workers were mainly landless and did not
perceive the benefits of NREGA work itself. They saw the util-
ity of the NREGA primarily through their wages, and the
eventual increase in their agricultural wages outside of the
NREGA. A vignette from a typical NREGA day in a Dalit
village illustrates this.
In the morning, I trudged my way with the workers up the

hill to the work site, a 30-min walk. The field assistant (FA), a
local from the village, offered me a ride on his motorcycle,
promising that we would be able to see multiple work sites
at the same time. I declined, saying I wanted to do the
NREGA work. He laughed and went away. The workers
thought that I was coming to watch them: they were surprised
when I worked alongside them.
As soon as we reached the work site, everybody went to

their respective work groups. Like the Tribal cases, the mem-
bers of these work groups knew each other, but they were unli-
kely to have worked together before. The task for this day was
building earth bunds on a hill. Digging bunds involves break-
ing up the ground, removing stones, and carrying and deposit-
ing sand. I soon realized that I did not have the skill required
to do what the government classifies as ‘‘unskilled” labor. A
woman with whom I was working was patient and said she
would show me how to use the tools. I poked around and nar-
rowly escaped chopping off my leg several times, while worry-
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ing constantly about flying pieces of stone from nearby digging
hitting my eyes. I worked dutifully for an hour, but it was a
hot day and I already felt that it had been a long session. A
couple of hours later the FA came by to take attendance at
the work site. The site was not accessible by motorcycle, so
he had to park and walk up the hill to get there. He was
amused to find out that I was actually working. He said,
‘‘Okay, come on, let us go now.” I told him, ‘‘I will come back
with the workers.” The workers exchanged glances, and the
FA left.
Soon we all took a break. A few women had brought clothes

to wash in a bucket, and they wanted my permission to do so
in the nearby stream. I was confused and told them they were
free to do as they pleased. The discussion moved on, and even-
tually one of the women asked me, ‘‘When should we leave?” I
told them, ‘‘We can leave whenever you are done.” One of
them asked, ‘‘Aren’t you here to supervise us?” I reiterated,
‘‘No! I am here to do research. I have no connection with
the government.” Despite prior discussions about my study
and giving me their consent for the research, a few of them still
seemed skeptical about my presence.
Soon, there was a discussion. One said that a supervisor

from elsewhere would never be willing to do manual work
with them, and thus I could not be a supervisor. Opinions var-
ied. Perhaps I was sent to discover whether the laborers in
rural Andhra were doing their jobs; perhaps I had run away
from my family. We laughed. Finally, they seemed to accept
that I was a student. My entry to the Tribal and Dalit contexts
were similar, as I gained access to the villages through a local
NGO. Yet I was perceived differently in the two places—re-
vealing perhaps the respective attitude to NREGA work.
7. COMPARING THE DALIT AND TRIBAL VILLAGES

(a) State-worker relations

One of the distinct design features of the NREGA that sep-
arates it from all previous development programs in the coun-
try is the ‘‘on demand” nature of the program. This allows
workers to choose the type and schedule of work and creates
a space for varied and unintended local outcomes. While these
policies may resemble ‘‘joint intentionality”, in practice the
different outcomes are the result of the Tribals and the Dalits
encountering the state differently.
Tribal reactions to the state are rooted in a long history of

exploitation and abuse by the state, which has intensified
recently. Local state authorities saw their work as a ‘‘civilizing
mission,” echoing the colonial mindset of bringing develop-
ment to these regions. Tribals told me they ran away to the
recesses of the forest when merchants and local forest officials
visited them, and came back to their dwellings only after sev-
eral days or weeks. Overall, Tribals felt the state treated them
as sub-humans.
The state has followed two broad policies in Tribal areas:

one of displacing Tribals from their land and another which
simultaneously brings Tribals to full citizenship by giving them
public services. In the NREGA, the state tried to implement a
policy whereby the field assistants (FA) would be from the
same village as the workers they supervised, and usually from
the same caste. However, in the Tribal area the FA was not a
Tribal—further diminishing the possibility of strong bonds
between the Tribals and the state.
Tribals continue to fear the state. A few days after I arrived

in the Tribal hamlet, the long-awaited rain arrived. While rest-
ing in my ‘‘house” (a one-room public school building), I was
suddenly interrupted by two Tribal youths who wanted me to
come with them immediately. They told me officers had come.
I was curious to see who this ‘‘officer” was. I half expected a
collector or district-level officer. It turned out to be an FA, a
lower-level bureaucrat who was a non-Tribal temporary
worker. About a dozen Tribals were standing around him in
the rain, while the FA was protected from the downpour.
The Tribals were listening to his every word and I noticed
how deferential they were.
This was in sharp contrast to the Dalit village, where the FA

was a Dalit from the same village and did not command such
deference. Dalits have managed to garner political power and
have a different relationship with the local bureaucrats. The
relative distance between the community and the local state
had implications for the type of strategies that were possible
in the two cases. In the Dalit case, closeness to the local state
made it possible for strategies in which the workers colluded
with the local state to get paid full wages, despite not working
the full work day. In the Tribal case, the greater social distance
meant that no such collusion was possible.
Andhra’s NREGA bureaucracy had experimented with dif-

ferent ways of making the state accessible to its beneficiaries.
In that spirit, some NREGA workers were given the task of
filling the muster roll (attendance register) to give them more
control of the work and thus curb corruption by state employ-
ees. These ‘‘mates” were paid slightly more than regular work-
ers and entrusted with the supervision of one work group of 20
workers. However, I did not see the mates playing a supervi-
sory role.
In theory, payments were governed by an extensive piece-

rate system, which had been established by the state through
an elaborate series of studies referred to as ‘‘time-and-
motion” studies. The rates were determined by the collective
output of each work group, as opposed to individual output,
to incentivize them to work collaboratively. Each worker’s
payment was thus dependent on the group’s output. In an
interview, one of the state bureaucrats told me candidly that
when NREGA was first introduced in the state, the govern-
ment officials just wanted workers to become aware of
NREGA as a possibility. Measurement of individual work
would have put excessive pressure on the lower-level bureau-
cracy to maintain records. One senior bureaucrat told me,
‘‘We just left it loose for a year; there were no shackles to pre-
vent corruption of any kind, and it was a free-for-all.” Ignor-
ing the measurement requirements was a way for higher-level
bureaucrats to gain consent for the implementation of the
NREGA from both lower-level bureaucrats and workers, as
in the Dalit case. Thus, the NREGA was first implemented
in Andhra with minimal restrictions on payment to make
the program easier to implement, but this led to work not
being a central focus.
The mates explained a scheme in which everybody—work-

ers, mates, and lower-level bureaucrats (the TAs)—is paid
off without the requisite work being done. One gave an exam-
ple:
The worker puts in only a half meter, but we exaggerate the

depth of work. When the TA comes to check, he gets a cut, as
he can see that the work is not completed. The worker gets the
whole amount whether he worked or not—if we don’t give the
money to the worker, then he is going to upset the whole
thing. So we take care of them. We make money by writing
extra names in the muster.
When I asked whether they were part of the state, the mates

laughed and said, ‘‘We are Dalits too. We do not have money.
We just skim some money. There are bigger things that are
going on, and nobody is going after them.” One mate
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bemoaned the fact that the workers do not understand the sys-
tem of corruption, but still blame the mates unfairly:

Everybody says a mate is a donga [thief], but nowhere does it come out that
the worker is a donga. The worker does not seem to want to comprehend
the scheme. The workers want everything. They don't realize that there
are others in the game. Everybody needs money. Money is made through
fake names. [. . .] If workers work, then it would be a different matter.
Ten acres of removing thorns is shown in the record. In practice they do
it only for two acres. Everybody benefits.

The mates explained the situation further, ‘‘The whole logic
is worked out. The corruption trickles all the way up.” They
mentioned all the actors—the FA, the TA, the post office man-
ager, engineering consultant, the Mandal program develop-
ment officer. Though the mates cannot see above the
Mandal, their understanding of the lower levels of the state
bureaucracy was comprehensive. The state action that empow-
ered the mates also complicated their relationship with the
other workers.
A local media person in the Mandal echoed this story, tell-

ing me that there was no oversight and that the workers did
what they pleased. ‘‘Also,” he added, ‘‘the lower-level bureau-
crats and the mates started fudging attendance registers and
making money.” But, as a consequence of having ‘‘guaranteed
money” from the NREGA, workers started demanding higher
wages from the Reddies for their agricultural work.
Thus the key difference between the Dalit and Tribal areas is

that Tribal struggles have been largely with the state. The state
has played a contradictory role in shaping their lives, both his-
torically and currently, with the rhetoric of bringing ‘‘develop-
ment.” The struggle with the state has intensified in recent
years, with Tribals in different parts of India fighting state
orders to move entire villages. The Tribals are sitting on min-
eral resources, which have become greatly sought after, so
there are conflicts that often end in violence (Balagopal,
2006; Harriss, 2010; Harriss, 2011).
During my research it was clear violence was not the only

mechanism for dealing with the situation. Tribals organized
and used legal mechanisms, as well as nonviolent protests.
In one habitation adjacent to the Tribal village, tribals had
successfully organized to protect a hill, which was about to
be blown up by a mining company. The tribals seemed to have
managed to protect the site by asserting that the site repre-
sented some sacred value to them; they had successfully
installed a temple on top of the hill. A local NGO activist,
who had been living in the tribal areas, noted that these suc-
cesses by the Tribals are very rare. The threats they face also
give the tribals their cohesion and solidarity.
From within the state, there has been a particular focus

on ‘‘developing” tribal areas. Recently, special tribal policies
have been openly discussed as policies meant to appease
Tribals. Districts classified as containing ‘‘left wing extrem-
ism” were chosen in the first phase of NREGA adoption
(Dasgupta et al., 2016). I attended a Prime Minister Rural
Development Fellows orientation program, where recent
graduates are sent to work in rural areas, particularly Tribal
areas, to help identify areas of improvement as a way of
dealing with the ‘‘Maoist problem.” The special treatment
of the Tribal areas extends to the NREGA as well. There
have been changes in the policy as well; at times, the Tribal
areas have no limit on the number of days of work allowed,
effectively enabling the full mission of the NREGA, the
‘‘right” to work, to come to fruition in the Tribal areas.
Further, there are no class conflicts in these tribal areas,
eliminating the local problem of NREGA work being
stopped arbitrarily in order at the request of the Reddy
farmers, as happens in the Dalit villages. This allows the
Tribals to treat the NREGA as part of the normal work
schedule. This is an example of how the high-modernist
bureaucracy has some virtues when it operates in a support-
ive (even when not intentionally forged) local context.
But at the local state level, the history of oppression resulted

in a greater distance between the state and the Tribal workers
than in the Dalit areas. The local state was too remote to allow
the Tribals to even have the possibility of colluding with the
state, effectively ruling out strategies the Dalits used. The Trib-
als, of course, did not have to resort to this, as they managed
to use the state to find work that is meaningful to them. As I
show next, the outcomes were impacted both by the work itself
and their social relationship to work.
Corruption is thus present in the Dalit case, even at the local

level, and it is even perpetrated by the workers themselves.
Thus, if eliminating corruption is a desired outcome, the Dalit
case can be seen as a perverse consequence of the state-society
synergy. By considering the social relations of work within
these communities, we can glimpse other successful outcomes
of the program.
(b) Perceptions of the work

I asked every worker that I interviewed whether NREGA
work was useful to them. In the Dalit habitations, answers
centered on wages and the freedom from working solely for
the Reddies in their own village. One Dalit worker said,

We don't even have 100 days of work [the minimum guarantee of NRE-
GA]. But we are happy to get half of that in a year, per household. Imagine
if we got 100 days per person: the Reddies would be up in arms.

These workers valued NREGA work because it gave them a
sense of self-respect and the autonomy to decide when they
would work and not just for wages. Most importantly, they
treasured the independence of work away from Reddy lands.
The Tribals gave a different answer: the work itself was of

use to them. Crucially, because of their community-based
work culture, Tribals treated the NREGA as their own. Hav-
ing said this, the wages were a big boost to the Tribals, because
they have been shifting to a cash-based economy. Some go to
the cities as temporary migrant workers to earn cash. Now,
NREGA wages were a significant source of income. The ben-
efits exceeded the wages. Recall that boundaries between pri-
vate property and what constituted the commons were
blurred in the Tribal context. This is not the case in Dalit
areas, where the workers do not own land individually and
do not have a sense of collective ownership of the land where
NREGA work is done. The type of work allocated to Dalits
was not in their immediate vicinity as it was for Tribals.
Instead it was performed several kilometers away from where
the Dalits lived.
Thus, for example, even if NREGA work is considered valu-

able in raising the water table or improving soil fertility, and
this was one of the reasons that the bureaucrats chose that
type of work, the Dalit landless workers did not see direct ben-
efits. They neither owned land nor had a need for irrigation.
Instead the Reddies influenced the work. The state-society lit-
erature would correctly characterize this as a failure to forge
truly participatory processes (Heller, 1996), but as I will show,
this failure of the Dalit workers to participate in the NREGA
as originally intended does give them a better wage for agricul-
tural work.
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(c) Work and social relations

I did not have to try to get the Reddies talking about the
NREGA: they hated it. A common claim was that the
NREGA made workers lazy. I heard this from every Reddy
I questioned. According to one, this laziness affected the Red-
dies directly:
After NREGA the workers are not interested in working on

our lands. They tell us, in your land, we have to work the
whole day, but in NREGA we only work for two hours, so
we cannot work for the same amount.
Some claimed that the NREGA also made the workers inca-

pable of sustained work. They said the bodies of workers
became unaccustomed to working, thus damaging their capac-
ity for prolonged agricultural work, and as a result the farmers
were forced to hire more workers. One farmer complained,

Nobody wants to work now. They just want money. The NREGA routine
was just go, sit, and come back. There is a percentage scheme: you get
some; I get some. Who will speak out? There is a commission. There is
no use of NREGA to the village. NREGA workers should be redirected
to work on farmers' land.

The demand that NREGA work be done on Reddy-owned
agricultural land was something I heard from many farmers.
They told me that they were not against the NREGA, perhaps
coming to terms with their inability to change the situation.
‘‘NREGA is good,” one remarked, ‘‘if we are able to get the
government to get the laborers to work on our lands.” In effect
they were asking for a state subsidy, via the NREGA, to
regain their control of the laborers. This has to be seen in light
of the history of labor relations and events as recent as
20 years ago in the village. One Dalit worker recalled,

We started getting cash 20 years back. We used to get 1 rupee for our work.
Now we get 200 rupees. We got change. We got it because we have become
aware in our society. Kids are learning slowly through schools. When we
don't have anything, we go to the Reddy, and then we started having Ma
Reddy Ma Reddy [My Reddy] sentiment. We still offer respect, but things
have been slowly changing over generations.

Traditionally, when the workers undertook agricultural
work, Reddies would accompany them to the fields. The work-
ers would leave in the morning with their lunches packed and
return after sunset. During a full day’s work, the Reddies con-
stantly supervised them. One of the unintended outcomes of
the NREGA was to liberate the workers from Reddy supervi-
sion.
I was puzzled about why the farmers were not able to stop

the program despite their misgivings as documented in studies
(Lakha & Taneja, 2009; Anderson, Francois & Kotwal, 2015).
The following quotation from a small farmer provides a clue:

The people who are behind this are the leaders. They don't do any work but
just show that there was work done for the audits. There is no use for the
NREGA work. They don't do roads. They don't build useful assets. If we
ask them we don't get anything. They tell us we don't have rules to get
the NREGA money to redirect it to our lands. There is no place as worse
as this place in the whole earth. The big farmers are big thieves. It is all
done with the politicians. The workers are spoilt by the supervisors' giving
them a drink. I will also be corrupted by a drink.

The big farmers, who have the major portion of power
within the region, are not siding with the small farmers.
Revealingly, the bigger farmers (with many acres of land)
tended to talk about issues in the abstract. They were not
threatened personally by the NREGA. Indeed, most of them
had leased their agricultural lands to tenant farmers and it
was difficult to contact the owners because many had gone
to the city. When I was able to interview one, he said that
the NREGA concerned the bureaucrats and the laborers and
that I should go speak with them. None of the big farmers I
spoke to seemed concerned by the program.
The smaller farmers I spoke with were explicit about why

the big farmers did not align with them:

We tried to tell the Mandal officer. We got the collector involved as well.
But they just nodded. They said, ``Take the labor after they finish NREGA
work.” But the reality is that the laborers are tired just walking back and
forth in the sun. It is far away for them. We could be strong if we act to-
gether, but nobody is listening to us. The big landlords are not interested
in fighting with us, because they do not care. They give their lands for lease.
They don't need labor. They are not coming to support us. We need to give
the worker food. We need to give them drinks and lure them to come to
work.

The ‘‘disadvantages” of the NREGA thus fall most heavily
on the small farmers, who own land that must be tended, but
who have neither the ability to lease their fields when workers
are unavailable nor the resources to provide the higher wages
that the workers now demand. Some of the small farmers who
have leased land from large landowners are paying non-
negotiable rents, which burden them further.
The Reddies developed several strategies for coping with the

NREGA, including bargaining with the state for a farmer-
friendly work schedule and even stopping work at the local
level. During my time in the Dalit village, NREGA work
was not always available as mandated. The schedule changes
did not come from the workers exercising the ‘‘on-demand”
feature codified in the NREGA, but this was because of state
actions. These state actions originated at the state-level and
the Mandal level, and resulted from the Reddies bargaining
with the state to effectively stop work whenever they needed
labor.
The desire to redirect NREGA work to private lands came

up often, and I found that the idea was being repeated even in
policy circles at the state level. NREGA rules specify that if
there is no public work to be done, it should be done first
on Dalit land, then on land belonging to the other ‘‘backward”
castes, and so on up the caste-hierarchy. The Reddies’ land
would thus come last. I did not see any work being done on
Dalit land, although I did hear about a land survey identifying
Dalit lands for development. I also heard that the process of
identifying land belonging to Dalits was fraught with corrup-
tion and upper-caste lands were often identified as Dalit lands,
thereby allowing Reddy lands to be cultivated through the
NREGA.
If the NREGA were to be diverted to private lands, it would

lose its radical potential as a rights-based program. Yet, that is
what the Reddies were demanding from the state. The
NREGA was supposed to be an on-demand program. Conse-
quently, many activists claim that the limited work schedule in
NREGA violates a tenet of the scheme that set it apart. When
I tried to probe officials about the schedule, they initially
denied its existence, then reversed tack and argued that it
was necessary to take heed of local conditions. The local
MLA (member of the legislative assembly, an elected position)
was explicit about the compromise. He was a Dalit and under-
stood the workers’ interest, but said, ‘‘We have to take care of
the Reddies as well, otherwise they will create a scene.” In con-
trast, the Tribal areas did not have such divisions inside their
villages, and so I did not find any local opposition to the
NREGA.
In the Tribal areas, MC (the local Tribal youth leader), who

did work alongside the others, also ensured that others
worked. By contrast, in the Dalit areas there were no supervi-
sors in practice and some of the Reddies suggested that part of
the problem was that there was no supervision. The workers,
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however, told me not to believe the Reddies. They said that
they were paid based on the amount of work they did, and
they explained the role of the technical assistant (TA) in
NREGA, whose job was to go and measure the work com-
pleted. They showed me their job cards and pointed to the
variation in the amounts of money they had received. They
were unambiguously unwilling to be characterized as ‘‘lazy
workers.” They even complained that the Reddies stop
NREGA work if they don’t work on their land.
The domination by the Reddies was not confined to work. A

defiant Dalit youth wearing a white-collared shirt told me that
the Reddies had not welcomed his wearing such a good shirt. I
reacted with disbelief. He confided that the day before he had
been walking on the street past ‘‘his” Reddy’s house. The
Reddy, seeing his shirt, seemed visibly upset but did not ask
him to remove it, as would have been the norm earlier.
Instead, he told the youth to move a heap of cow dung from
one area to another. The youth claimed that this was pointless
work, devised to ensure that his shirt would be soiled. Seeing
my continual surprise, the youth offered to walk with me down
the street, confident that the interaction would repeat itself.
We did not do it, but the incident revealed to me that,

although caste relations have changed, they are still a major
force in the village. Many Dalits still depend on the Reddies
economically. The defiant youth told me, ‘‘This is the reason
we like to have more work options.” The NREGA is one such
option. Many village youths migrate to the cities and live in
worse conditions in order to escape the class/caste-based con-
straints. The Dalits benefited from the extra bargaining power
the NREGA had given them by allowing them to choose when
they worked.
This slow change was hastened by NREGA’s limited but

‘‘guaranteed” work, and higher wages without any monitor-
ing—a marked contrast with the closely monitored farm work
for the Reddies. The NREGA thus strengthens the position of
the workers with respect to the Reddies. Not surprisingly this
was why Reddies characterized the effect of NREGA as mak-
ing workers ‘‘lazy.” The way they saw it, either the NREGA
should go away or be redirected to work on their own lands,
with a strong preference for the latter.
Big landlords are too unaffected to oppose the program, and

small farmers see their class interests undermined. The benefits
of local collusion between lower-level bureaucrats and the
workers and the mates are high for the landless, as they benefit
from getting a guaranteed wage without full work. NREGA
wages effectively function as a labor market intervention to
provide the landless with a modicum of social protection
and bargaining power. This state intervention has thus shifted
the balance of class power. This supports the claim that in
unequal societies with local power differences, participatory
strategies are hard and even could be counterproductive
(Adhikari & Bhatia, 2010; Bardhan, 2002) In the Tribal case,
the workers find meaningful work and build useful assets in
addition to getting a wage for their work.
8. CONCLUSION

This article asks what led to the successful implementation
of the NREGA in Andhra Pradesh. In particular, the article
reports on how the program was implemented in two different
village panchayats (one Dalit and one Tribal) in Andhra, with
a focus on underprivileged communities. The article finds dra-
matic differences in the outcomes of the program. In the Tribal
area, NREGA work was both meaningful and profitable to
the workers. In the Dalit case, the introduction of the
NREGA amplified the bargaining power of the Dalits with
the Reddies in the villages and thereby increased their non-
NREGA agricultural wage. Both outcomes can thus be
counted as successes for the workers of the NREGA, although
perhaps in ways that could not have been anticipated by the
planners of the program. The article shows that high-
modernist state actions can create a structural context that
opens up avenues for local successes, while local factors
(namely the caste, class, and livelihood strategy of villagers)
determine the distinct avenues through which success is
achieved. Top-down centralized implementation characterized
by a high-modernist state does not rule out the realization of
local goals. State and society can interact to produce positive
outcomes, even if these outcomes are not jointly intended.
Specifically, I show how higher-level bureaucrats in the

NREGA centrally controlled the program by putting several
constraints on local discretion. Among other things, higher-
level bureaucrats dictated the type of work permitted under
the NREGA. They prioritized manual earthwork projects on
common lands and restricted work on individual agricultural
lands. In both cases, increased income from the NREGA
was beneficial to the workers. However, the type of sanctioned
NREGA work affected the Tribals and Dalits differently.
Land development projects aligned with the needs of the Tri-
bal communities due to poor existing public infrastructure.
Further, Tribals were also farmers with their own land and
could directly derive long-term benefit from such land-
development projects. Finally, because of their community-
based work culture, Tribals treated NREGA work as their
own and were also more accustomed to the group-based work
the NREGA required. On the other hand, for Dalits, wages
became more important than benefits accrued. This is because
Dalit workers were primarily landless, so they did not perceive
any long-term benefits of land development projects. Dalit
workers were used to selling their labor power individually
to the landed class and they did not have the same history
of communal work. This made the group work in the NREGA
onerous. However, the NREGA effected the complex labor
relations in the Dalit village: by providing Dalits with guaran-
teed opportunities to work, the NREGA improved the bar-
gaining power of the workers with the landed elite (the
Reddies) and they were able to earn higher wages for their
individualized, non-NREGA farm work. If NREGA work
were to be redirected on farmlands as the Reddies want, Dalits
would lose their bargaining power and the program would
degenerate into a subsidy for the Reddies. So, the content of
the program matters, and it was shaped by state action.
The outcomes were further impacted by local state-

community relations, which varied in these two contexts.
The local state is accessible to Dalits, who also have represen-
tation in the local state due to their empowerment struggles of
recent decades. This closeness to the state provides possibilities
of collusion with the local state, where in lieu of actual work
being done, they get a wage. In the Tribal case, even the local
state appears remote, both in terms of physical distance as well
as their fear of it. The NREGA does not change the relation-
ship of the Tribals with the state, even though the Tribals
achieve both goals of the NREGA.
Theoretically, my analysis is situated between high-

modernist pessimism and state-society optimism. The Scottian
analysis, made famous in Seeing like a State, represents the
foremost critique of the high-modernist strand of the state.
It underestimates the possibilities of the community taking
advantage of opportunities that a high-modernist state can
provide. As I have argued, the Andhra state is such a high-
modernist state, yet the state is seen differently by different cit-
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izens. The Tribals fear the state, but they are able to produce
outcomes that are meaningful and useful to them, which the
Scottian analysis does not allow for. Dalits, however, actively
subvert the higher-level state’s actions by colluding with the
local state. This collusion increases their bargaining power
by organizing against the Reddies’ interest, even if indirectly.
The strategies of both Tribals and Dalits go well beyond
Scott’s ‘‘weapons of the weak” in that they really are using
the state, not just resisting it (Scott 2008).
On the other hand, the optimistic state-society literature

expects a lot out of this interaction between state and commu-
nity and empirically rules out successes that do not have such
joint intentionality. Heller’s intentional class-compromise
explanation to affect change does help to explain why
NREGA was better implemented in Andhra. Indeed, the
Andhra implementation can be seen as a class compromise
that gave the impetus for YSR (the late chief minister) to take
NREGA implementation seriously in Andhra Pradesh. Ulti-
mately that account does not go far enough to explain differ-
ences in outcomes within the state such as those I have
documented. To understand them, we need to look at local
state and community interactions. At this level, Heller’s expla-
nation cannot distinguish the two cases here, nor can it explain
the two very distinct outcomes. In particular, Tribals are not
in a position to change their social relations with the state,
and actually fear it, yet they produce outcomes that are favor-
able to them. Similarly, Dalits don’t participate in the high-
modernist state project to affect change, but they actually sub-
vert the actions of the state, by colluding with the local state.
Thus, I argue that the higher-level high-modernist state can

help initiate action that leads to successful outcomes. To fully
explain the different outcomes, we need to disaggregate both
state and community. Higher-level state actions can help tilt
the balance of power to create circumstances for subordinated
classes to get the upper hand if there is already a process of
social change underway. The outcomes that result may not
be part of the state’s master plan. There is no intentional
high-level state-society synergy or class compromise, but there
is a class mobilization that is indeed facilitated by higher-level
state action. Although, they are not predicted by existing the-
oretical frames, such high-modernist state actions can create
opportunities at the local level to produce divergent responses
that are influenced by local social-state relations.
NOTES
1. Dalits are not the only NREGA workers in this village, but I focused
on Dalit NREGA workers.

2. Scott argues that the damage is worse, when there is a ‘‘prostrate and
incapacitated civil society.” Although in Andhra, civil society groups were
present, they were not mobilized around the NREGA.

3. See Mukhopadhyay, Muralidharan, Niehaus, and Sukhtankar (2013)
for more details of the various technological features that were put in
place.

4. Andhra’s NREGA is not unique in being high-modernist; this
resonates well with other projects in India. See for example, the discussion
of the Bhoomi project in Karnataka as high-modernist in De’ (2008).

5. This is higher than most other development programs, where typically
on average only 31% are women (Desai et al. 2015).

6. Andhra Pradesh was split into two states on June 2, 2014, namely
Telangana and Andhra Pradesh. The material for this article comes from
the districts that became part of the new state of Andhra.

7. YSR was the Chief Minister of Andhra from 2004 to 2009. See
Maiorano (2014) for an analysis of the key role of political agency in
determining NREGA in Andhra.
8. In other states, the districts are divided into administrative blocks.

9. The exact location of the villages is withheld to protect the testimonies
of the state officials and the Tribals living there.

10. The Tribals in the region where I stayed identify themselves as
Savaras. They spoke two languages with equal fluency, Savara, the
language of their tribe, and Telugu, the language of the region.

11. My companion and I painfully endured both typhoid and malaria
while we were living there, with my companion’s condition becoming life
threatening.

12. While most of the discussion in this article focuses on one village, the
description in this article of my NREGA work in the Dalit village derives
from a different Dalit village in the Chitoor district.

13. The number is not exact to preserve the anonymity of the village.

14. According to the 2011 census about 13% were listed as farmers
(cultivators).

15. This included items like permission to celebrate Christmas, support
for entering the Hindu temple, and organizing marches.
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