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ABSTRACT 

This study is an ethnography of a frontline culture of neoliberalism. It examines 

the new rationalities through which Chennai's reforming water utility, Metrowater, 

defines and categorizes people at its everyday public interface. It analyzes how reforms 

designed to minimize the state are internalized within a state bureaucracy. 

The study uses the concept of translation to call attention to the distortions and 

displacements through which global texts of reform are localized and decoded by local 

actors. The disciplines of reform in Metrowater produced new boundaries and stand-offs, 

both within the agency and across its service interface. Internally, they constrained the 

autonomy of frontline engineers and established close vigilance over their activities. 

Notions of efficiency based on radical commensuration and quantification reduced all 

value to standardized, measurable indicators. This culture of audit empowered financial 

managers and accountants over the traditionally powerful engineering departments. The 

reforms thus, in the name of public accountability, staged a stand-off between two sets of 

elitist disciplines, those of the old developmentalist and the new commercial bureaucracy, 

thereby silencing all alternative options within an overarching common sense. Yet the 

audit culture also engendered a vision of transformation in which engineers presented 

themselves as actively reforming, streamlined, and meritocratic entrepreneurs. 

The punitive effects of the reforms were also passed across the service counter, 

provoking new effects of categorization; engineers displayed a sharpened hostility toward 

a certain "public" comprised of demanding, unruly and over-politicized masses of slum-

dwellers. 
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The ethnography interrogated the totalizing order of the urban grid, here 

represented by the underground network of water-pipes. It showed that this sovereign 

grid was punctured by bypass connections and illegal taps which revealed the contentious 

and compromised order of a ground-level service. The grid embodied a myth of order, 

produced by silences, half-truths and euphemisms. Euphemisms constituted a discursive 

mode through which "corrupt" practices such as bribery were folded into the morality 

and logic of daily practice in the depots. 

Water, as the classic commons, demonstrated the leakiness of abstract orders, and 

provided an insightful lens into neoliberal governance by challenging projects of 

commodification/privatization as well as bureaucratic channels of state sovereignty. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The divisional offices ("depots") of the water service, usually tucked away in the 

inner streets of a city neighborhood, are public in the peculiar fashion of government 

field offices. In the compounds outside, among the machinery and pipes, a motley 

collection of people can be found at any given moment: workers waiting for a job 

allocation, or back from one job and procrastinating on the next, consorting with a mix 

of other individuals who have no immediately apparent connection to the official setting. 

Government field offices can often be distinguished by the seemingly random groups of 

people standing around outside, and especially from their collective attitude: there is 

always a sense of waiting, a reluctance to go forward or to quit, as if in hope of 

something turning up. There is an endless patience etched into individual postures. 

The field offices have a public character inside as well. On a typical morning, I 

might enter to the scene of the engineer in charge battling with an inebriated sewer-

diver, assisted by other depot workers and sometimes by members of the public who may 

happen to be around. Or a group of irate women from the nearby hutments crowding the 

doors of the small ojfice. Or the ward councilor, in the pristine all-white garb of south 

Indian politicians, sitting in an earnest huddle with the engineer. There are usually a 

couple of people sitting across the table from the engineer, just sitting. No discemable 

business is being transacted; there is no evidence of a problem being discussed or 

considered; there is just, again, a waiting, a sense of generalized reciprocal expectation. 



It often turns out to be a deal in silent making. It is not until later in the day that I 

discover who the persons are and what they are about: local party workers wanting a 

steel tank moved, or a contractor from the area simply hoping to be there when the 

engineer finds the time to "prepare an estimate " for a small project like painting the 

office walls. People drop in all day: ex-councilors, party workers, local "social 

workers ", businessmen, contractors, and clients. The local water depot is a microcosm of 

government through negotiation, in which clients' complaints about the service form only 

one, and a relatively small, part. 

Outside the Area Offices (the next level up from the depot'), the compound has a 

perpetual air of encounter as men come and go on bicycles, motorbikes and scooters. 

Inside the building the scene is usually more organized, often by the direct hand of a man 

whose official position is hard to pin down. He usually turns out to be a "white collar 

laborer" assigned to the Executive Engineer's office, or a "timekeeper" who has adopted 

the role of gatekeeping access to the official. Further up the hierarchy, outside the 

offices of senior bureaucrats at the Head Office or the Secretariat, a little cluster of 

intermediaries can be found guarding access to the official's Personal Assistant (PA; 

these usually turn out to be the Chief Engineer's driver and 'peons' from the department. 

When I arrived at 10 a.m. in the tiny office in North Chennai that housed two 

depot teams, the room looked pretty crammed. Both the Assistant Engineers (AEs) were 

' The city water service is divided into 10 "areas", each comprising between 10 to 15 "depots". These units 
correspond to the municipal corporation's administrative divisions of "zone" and "division" (or "ward") 
respectively. 



in their seats, and on the small bench across from them were two party workers from the 

ruling party, the AIADMK. One of these, Murugesh, owned a small shop in the smuggled 

goods bazaar nearby. 

When Raghavan, one of the engineers, left the room, the others began talking 

about him. They all described him as a sour man who lacked people skills. Sriram, the 

other engineer, explained that Raghavan was not really used to depot work - he was 

more a construction guy and did not know how to "convince people. " Sriram presented 

himself- and the others agreed - as somebody who could charm anybody into 

compliance. Murugesh said, "When a group of women comes here with complaints, he 

will send them away smiling and laughing!" Sriram saw that as part of his job. "You 

can't complain that people always come here with problems - that is why we are here, to 

listen to their problems about sewage or water, we are not here to listen to kalyana kathai 

[literally: wedding stories]. You have to send them away feeling a bit better, a bit 

reassured. Everybody realizes what the limitations of the state are: the politicians know 

we cannot afford more handpumps, so they pay from their pockets. These guys— 

[pointing to Murugesh]—know we don't have enough labor to do the jobs, so they 

manage somehow. But you cannot just tell people the job cannot be done." 

Sriram tells me that the main problem in the area is "politics." Murugesh takes 

issue: "what do you mean ? " Later, when Sriram leaves the room, Murugesh explains to 

me what he considers the main difference between Annanagar or South Madras [two 

well-developed areas of the city, inhabited by wealthy and/or influential people] and this 

area [North Madras]. In the former, he says, the officials are scared of the people, who 



send written complaints directly to senior officials and get direct responses from the 

Chief Engineer or the Managing Director even for small complaints. Here, by contrast, 

the people are scared of the officials - if they come here to complain they are just told "it 

will be done " and nothing is done. Unless they form groups and make mariyal [road 

blocks or demonstrations]. "This is what he [Sriram] is referring to as politics". The 

main difference between north and south Madras, he says, is the attitude of the officials 

to the people. 

Murugesh also outlines what he considers the main problem with the service: the 

shortage of labor. "Everything is postponed, sometimes it takes three or four days to 

repair a leak or a sewage block — there are 60,000 public (sic) and only three workers!" 

He says there are also many unauthorized connections, but officials do nothing about 

them. Murugesh sits in the office all morning and gets calls from the ward councilor 

asking him to check on this or that problem. Apparently, he maintains a regular liaison 

with depot engineers: "You cannot go in and just demand that they do things, you have to 

be friendly with them, form a relationship, ask them to oblige." 

Later two older politicians come and sit in the office, and soon enough, there are 

heated political debates between them and the young party worker about party history 

and current trends in the state. All the party men are in favor of privatization. Because, 

they say, work will be done. I say: "But prices will go up, people, even the poor will 

have to pay higher user charges." Murugesh responds with no hesitation: "That will be 

fine, people are willing to pay more if they are served well." But Mohan, the district 

secretary of the party, feels that slums should not be forced to pay. Sriram argues with 
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him: "What do you consider a slum? Pudunagar [a nearby set of tenements] ? With all 

the nicely built concrete houses, where a single owner has about eight tenants — these 

people cannot pay for water? Every one of those houses has a cable connection, colored 

TVs!" Sriram is quite heated up by now: this, he says, is what he calls "politics." 

"These people expect the state to function for nothing, while they patronize what they call 

the poor." 

AN ETHNOGRAPHY OF A CHANGING STATE 

Everybody seems to hate the state.^ From informal conversations to scholarly 

analyses, from senior state bureaucrats to the tea-shop vendor, "the government" or "the 

state" provides a ready object on which we pile our daily frustrations, our analyses of all 

social ills, or our deeper concerns about society's future.^ Yet, it is to "the state" that 

many of us still turn for shelter from the storms of change, while activists and scholars 

feel compelled to rescue it from the sweeping neoliberal anti-statism of the current era. 

Many visions of social change continue to be built on larger and more pivotal roles for 

the state. Clearly, the state remains an encompassing agent in our social imagination, a 

category as large and abstract as 'order' or 'ideology'. Yet, if it is a mystifying 

abstraction, as some have claimed (cf. Abrams 1988, Bourdieu 1999), it is the 

"thingness" within it that has inspired the emotional responses, the frustrations, the 

^ To avoid confusing tiie state as a concept from tiie political unit - as in the state of Tamil Nadu, I will 
henceforth capitalize the latter, e.g. the State of Tamil Nadu. 
^ While the conflation of state and government plays a part in this, I find that it is the "system", the 
embodiment of rule that is disparaged just as often - if not more - than the regime. When junior 
bureaucrats in my study complained about "the government" they were usually referring to the political 
regime. When retired senior civil servants on the other hand criticized "the government", they were, as 
often as not, talking about bureaucratic agencies (that many of them had once headed). 
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visions of change. To many of us, the face of the state is that of the street-level 

bureaucrat, the lowly frontline functionary of some state organization - the Junior 

Engineer of the electricity or water utility, the registrar's assistant, the welfare 

caseworker. Who, then are these people, what do they do, and where do they stand in 

relation to the changes occurring in the sphere of the state? These classic ethnographic 

questions pulled me into this study. How can we discover and spell out the "thingness" of 

our own understanding of the state? Ethnography has helped us discern, identify, name, 

disaggregate and contextualize the institutions we have created as social actors. Can it 

contribute to providing a modest handle on what 'the state' might comprise in the 

neoliberal era of the turn of the century? 

This research focuses on the water utility of Chennai city, called Metrowater. The 

study is an ethnographic look at a state bureaucracy under reform. It is thus a study of a 

changing present in an institutional form that is, at some level and in some respects, 

changeless. It is also, simultaneously, a study of reform in a bureaucracy, an enquiry into 

the translation and institutionalization of a global concept, specifically that of neoliberal 

market-oriented reform, in a local context of service delivery. 

The aim of this study was to examine the rationalities through which a state 

agency perceives, defines, categorizes and prioritizes people by focusing on its discourses 

and everyday practices, particularly at its service interface with the public, in a context of 

reform. Thus, the study approached theoretical issues of defining and characterizing the 

state in its neoliberal moment of formation, and empirical questions about the changing 
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modalities of state-society relationships, through a close observance of the daily lived 

culture and discourses within a single state agency at a moment of reform. 

In conceptualizing the state, I follow scholars like Abrams (1988), Bourdieu 

(1991), and Alonso (1994) in attempting to resist reification of the state as a "thing," an 

empirical, bounded entity that can be identified and described using positivist methods.'* 

Bourdieu claims that attempting "to think the state is to take the risk of taking over (or 

being taken over by) a thought of the state." According to him, one of the major powers 

of the state is "to produce and impose... categories of thought that we spontaneously 

apply to all things of the social world—including the state itself (1991:53). The premise 

of this research, then, is that the state, while instantiated within certain formal 

organizational entities, is not structurally bound within them or definitionally separable 

from "civil society". The state cannot be reduced to its forms and functions, but can only 

be apprehended in the relations of rule through which ideas of 'the state' and 'civil 

society' are continually formed and practiced. Thus, while I employ the category of the 

state in this study to correspond with the realm of state policy and state practice, what 

Abrams terms the "state system," I also, simultaneously, interrogate the structural 

accounts that quarantine the state into certain public, political, administrative or 

organizational formats. This ethnography points to how ideas about the state and society 

are structured and formed through a hegemonic ordering of categories of thought, 

knowledge and material reality. 

* Abrams takes the radical stance that the state itself is an imaginative construction, a collective 
misrepresentation, a social fact but not a thing. Liberal ideologies and systematic theories that separate the 
political from the social or the state from civil society are, he argues, part of a naturalization of relations of 
power that provide legitimating accounts of what is really a field of political practice. 



In this, I rely to some extent on Foucault's notion of govemmentality, that posits 

rule as the constitution of governable subjects, a diffuse accomplishment of discourses 

and disciplinary regimes that work at all levels, from intimate disciplines of the body to 

the disposition of space and the regulation of knowledge. Other scholars have posited 

specific activities or practices as paradigmatic of states. To Scott (1998), states see. 

modem statecraft is devoted to rendering "a social hieroglyph into a legible and 

administratively more convenient format" (1998:2). Its highly interested tunnel vision 

transmutes and refashions the organic disorder of life and the illegibility of local practices 

into legible simplifications and utilitarian categories. To Corrigan and Sayer (1985), the 

state states, i.e., it constantly produces authoritative statements about reality, "it never 

stops talking" (1985:3). These analyses contend that definitions, categories and 

classifications of the social order are stated and brought into being as part of the 

formation of states. 

Service bureaucracies in particular are powerful sites for the production and 

exchange of symbolic currencies and ideologies of normative subjecthood. In their 

regular interactions with the public, subjects of the state—both the governed and the 

governing—are daily constituted, conditions of belonging and of citizenship within the 

national community are specified, and the idea of the state is normalized. These 

processes generate and deploy powerful ideologies of gender, race, caste and class as the 

bases for structuring these ideas. 
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A REGIME SHIFT: FROM "DEVELOPMENT" TO "REFORM" 

I chose the vehicle of reform to find my way through this enquiry, both for 

methodological and substantive reasons. Moments of reform are, ideally, moments of 

critical self-reflection, they produce official statements of past record, present state and 

future goals. Reform thus provides us with manifestos of the state's continuing or 

changing character and purpose. In populist states such as India's, discourses of reform 

posit, and thereby invite, popular consensus around these statements. Reforms also 

engender profound changes in the state's relationship to society, and in the terms in 

which it perceives, categorizes and values social groups. In reform, state "rationalities" 

are re-examined, categories of deserving and undeserving are reformulated, and 

modalities of service delivery are reoriented toward these new formulations. The 

neoliberal reforms that have swept states across the world since the 1980s offer special 

challenges to understanding this relation because of the ambiguous meanings and 

complex relations of rule carried in their vocabularies of privatization, 

commercialization, accountability, transparency and public participation. Reforming 

states face pressures to deny or understate themselves, while finding opportunities to 

forge new and sometimes stronger instruments of rule. These reforms, thus, further 

obscure the putative boundaries between the state and civil society while simultaneously 

sharpening the ideological separation of the political and the economic, states and 

markets, bureaucrats and entrepreneurs. The ongoing project of state formation through 

neoliberal reform, then, is a process of integration of powerful social forces under a new 

anti-state hegemony. 
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The career of the concept of reform itself over the past three decades is worth 

briefly interrogating. Semantically an open-ended concept invoking a contingent local 

relationship of past to present, it has acquired a fixed and absolutist set of meanings in its 

circulation through the global spheres of macro-economic adjustment, international aid 

and governance debates. From welfare reform in First World countries to economic and 

sectoral reforms in Third World countries and governance reforms worldwide, the term 

denotes a convergence of agendas toward the orthodoxies of neoliberalism, with 

emphases on fiscal austerity, optimizing rates of return on investments, a retreat from 

transfer-based and relief-oriented welfarism, commercialization and/or privatization of 

state-run operations, and an increasing reliance on managerial technologies such as 

quantification, output-orientation and audit. 

Bureaucratic reform is generally assumed to be externally imposed, mandated 

from above. It is becoming increasingly clear, however, that bureaucracies, as dynamic 

systems embedded in political and policy-making circuits, internalize the rationalities that 

propel these circuits, and redeploy them from within. This study aimed to elicit the 

internal impulses to change as well as the terms in which external imperatives to reform 

were incorporated into the organization's goals. 

At the same time, it sought to contextualize these changes in the bureaucratic 

habitus - the internally ordered and self-reproducing, constraining yet generative cultural 

matrix rooted in India's postcolonial condition. India's vanguardist national state, 

overlaid in palimpsest fashion on the colonial state, built its grounds of self-legitimation 

on developmentalist visions of social transformation. How do the functionaries of this 



paternalistic state, trained to view themselves not only as professional civil servants but 

also as agents of modernist progress and social justice, engage with the neoliberal vision 

of a lean state mandated only to serve and enable market forces and "civil society?" 

Studies of bureaucracy, usually concentrated within the disciplines of sociology 

and p9litical science, have, for the most part, employed an outsider perspective, 

evaluating services and their impacts from client or user standpoints, blackboxing 

organizational change, and framing bureaucrats as objects of research critically distanced 

by the modalities of enquiry. This study uses ethnographic methods to explore processes 

of change from the vantage point of the bureaucrats as subjects. It examines how reforms 

shape the professional and occupational identities of state personnel, how programs of 

reform are formed, justified, implemented and resisted within the organization, and how 

new bureaucratic subjects are produced through the internal disciplining or subverting of 

knowledge and practices. 

A central problematic of this study is the nature of the traffic in the meanings of 

reform within a global politics of institutionalization. How does the concept, having 

acquired a fixed and constrained set of meanings, vocabularies and agendas, retain at the 

same time a sense of agency, of activism, of vision. The moral landscape invoked by the 

term reform is, at one level, a global one. Its key terms, such as transparency, good 

governance and participation, carry their moral resonance not simply from their appeal to 

universalistic values, but also from a historically specific yet global disenchantment with 



state-led welfare models and with the development visions of the 1950s, 60s and 70s.^ 

However, it also carries highly local meanings. Reform as a moral discourse in local 

organizational contexts carries the connotations of better service, better performance, 

being more "up to the times", crisper and tighter-belted and modernized. But it also 

carries these meanings into the realm of personal morality, reinvoking the universal, 

humanist citizen-subject, the modem, scientific, entrepreneurial individual who stands 

outside and transcends history and systems of gender, caste and community. The visions 

articulated by reforms, then, are hegemonic, "owned" by the protagonists. Its moral 

dimensions are strongly espoused even by those it victimizes, those whose "interests" it 

threatens, those who are cynical about its local translations. These are, in my study, the 

lower level bureaucrats, the frontline service providers. 

This research frames the reforms that are unfolding in Metrowater as part of an 

ongoing project of state-formation in which discourses of change and transformation are 

deployed within structures of continuity. The more things change, the more the structures 

and relations of rule that underpin ideas of the state are entrenched. 

In arguing that neoliberal reforms, despite their anti-statist bent, constitute a new 

moment of state-formation within the global force-field of nation-states, this study locates 

itself at a critical juncture in a genealogy that was defined in the 1990s with the 

appearance of James Ferguson's The Anti-politics Machine (1990) and Arturo Escobar's 

^ This disenchantment is both with vanguardist socialistic developmental states as well as with trickle-down 
models. Thus, a convergence of sorts has emerged between the reformist visions of Bretton Woods 
institutions and those of their critics - left parties, trade unions and many non-governmental organizations. 
While the politics of development thus have become more polarized, there are also significant areas of 
overlap. Terms like transparency and participation are, in this sense, very much reflections of this 
historical moment of reckoning with the legacy of developmentalism. 
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Encountering Development (1995). These works, which were followed by a series of 

ethnographic studies by Gupta (1998), Li (1999), Pigg (1997) and others, marked a 

distinctive moment in the engagement of anthropologists with questions of the state by 

critically examining the overarching category of "development" as a project of state-

formation. 

From the 1950s into the 1980s, as these studies showed, the enterprise of 

development had become naturalized as a universal aspect of social life, a teleological 

cultural space of ongoing transformation, synonymous with "progress" and "civilization" 

in an international world of nation-states. It was also, as Escobar pointed out, a 

geopolitical space which gave rise to a series of imagined geographies, of First and Third 

Worlds, North and South, Center and Periphery. These scholarly works, thus, 

contributed to denaturalizing the category of development and "bracketing its familiarity" 

through historicizing its emergence as a discourse and an institutionalized field of 

practice. 

The "development regime," as Ferguson terms it, was established at the end of 

World War II, at a moment of conjuncture involving significant political, intellectual and 

institutional events on the world stage. These events included the crisis and collapse of 

colonial empires, the rise of new nation-states in an emerging "Third World," 

international realignments of cooperation and competition structured by the cold war, and 

a post-depression Keynesian climate that supported active governmental intervention to 

stimulate markets and ameliorate human suffering. At Bretton Woods in the late 1940s 

these events gave rise to the international agreements on trade and reconstruction under 



which were bom the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, organizations that 

have come to constitute the dominant locus of the project of international development. 

Escobar's and Ferguson's studies framed development as a "dominant 

problematic," a powerful interpretive grid through which reality is produced and rendered 

knowable, propositions are formulated and categories defined, providing charters for 

certain types of action and intervention. These critiques employ a Foucaultian paradigm 

in which modalities, technologies and mechanics of knowledge and practice get saturated 

with power, forming "disciplines" that constitute the bounds not only of what is possible 

to be said and thought, but how. Foucault's method historicizes the ways in which 

certain propositions come to be formulated and the systematizations through which they 

disseminate themselves across the fields of knowledge and practice, constructing the 

genealogy of "regimes of truth." 

Operating along these lines, development, in Escobar's words, "achieved the 

status of a certainty in the social imaginary" (1995:5) and determined the questions that 

could be asked as well as the concepts and frameworks that could be mobilized to supply 

answers. Escobar's and Ferguson's work highlights the effects of power produced by the 

development discourse, principally in how subjects are constituted and disciplined. The 

anti-politics machine, the discursive and institutional apparatus that is set in motion by 

the development regime, contains within it a circular and almost endless generativity in 

which even failure merely confirms the need for better plans, bigger programs and more 

institutional capacity. The effects of this discourse, then, are the production of the Third 

World and of the underdeveloped subject, through violent homogenization and through 
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the power carried in tropes of overpopulated and traditional peasant societies and 

backward aboriginal economies. This power circulates through, while simultaneously 

effecting, an endless expansion and entrenchment of the bureaucratic apparatus in which 

Third World states are closely implicated with international development agencies that 

wield enormous financial and ideological clout, and with networks of academic and 

policy institutions that straddle the First World/Third World divide. 

My study identifies and examines a new conjuncture when this development 

regime is being dismantled and replaced by the regime of neoliberal reform. This is a 

movement in which many of the same problematics and processes that underpinned the 

old regime are being reconstituted and redeployed by a new set of rationalities and 

disciplines, to produce the new hegemony of the anti-developmentalist state.^ The 

conjunctural moment of the new regime was shaped in the 1980s, when the redefined 

problematic of the Third World, as articulated by the waves of Structural Adjustment and 

Stabilization Programs unleashed by the World Bank and the IMF, became one of high 

debt, macroeconomic instability, overstretched and overburdened state sectors, and the 

institutional distortions produced by political interference in the administration of the 

economy. This anti-developmentalist problematic outlined by the Washington Consensus 

was further consolidated by the rise of Thatcherism and Reaganism and by the collapse of 

Soviet Communism and the end of the cold war. If the Third World in the era of 

® A central feature of Foucault's method is the identification of ruptures and discontinuities embedded in 
the flow of ideas and practices through time. These ruptures become analytical tools, enabling us to discern 
moments when a new convergence of knowledge, technologies, and power produce a new discourse, 
marking a new disciplinary "regime". These ruptures, then, are signposts of a shift in the power of certain 
discourses; they are not always about the appearance of new ideas or technologies, but about a new scale or 
level in their coherence, dissemination, or normalization. 
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development was constituted by tropes of backwardness and tradition, in the era of 

reform it is constituted by over-politicized welfarism and "big government" that spell 

institutional weakness in the state. Interestingly, the First World is also inserted into this 

neoliberal problematic under similar terms. 

But, as with development, neoliberal reform carries its effects of power through 

the formation and disciplining of subjects, the conflation of moral and material meanings 

in its discourses, and the normative codes attached to its categories. At the center of my 

study is an account of the ongoing formation of the frontline engineer as a public servant 

in a reforming bureaucracy. The field engineers in this study were socialized into their 

roles not through formal training, but through the everyday work of the bureau. They 

were thus critically revealing as sites in which the state was made everyday. In them the 

daily boundaries between the citizen and the functionary, the field and the bureau, the 

engineer and the public servant, the patron and the subordinate were fashioned, 

negotiated, and reinterpreted. The processes of govemmentality were not given, always-

already existing as practices of the state, but were daily formed in the relations that 

shaped and intersected these boundaries. 

Reforms in Metrowater have mobilized new regimes of knowledge, planning and 

decision-making, a new "culture of service," in which subjects of the state, both 

functionaries of the organization and their clients, are disciplined. The new regime 

envisages "institutional strengthening" in state service agencies via corporatization, 

commercialization and eventual privatization. This vision is operationalized within the 

organization through technologies of commensuration, "unbundling," stringent 
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quantification, and audit. In the service relationship, it is operationalized through tariff 

reforms, drives for full cost-recovery from consumers, and the elimination of subsidies. 

These measures have altered the configurations of power within the bureaucracy as well 

as between the organization and its constituents. Lower and middle-level engineers (the 

principle subjects of this study) are brought into line by new principles of accountability 

in which financial managers and auditors are dominant; the latter are in turn backed by a 

range of non-state actors including international donors and private sector consultants. 

The notion of disciplinary power is useful insofar as, in Foucault's formulation, it 

acts not only through a pervasive materiality that facilitates hierarchical and continuous 

surveillance, but it also builds punishment innocuously into its mechanisms.^ The 

disciplinary mode institutionalizes the power of the Norm both as a principle of self-

transformation and of coercion. Thus it works at the interstices of constraint and agency, 

producing a precarious subjectivity. 

However, the concept of disciplinary power fails to account for the distortions, 

disruptions and displacements through which policy formulated at higher orders of 

universality get localized in specific contexts. It is a neglect of these anomalous effects 

of the development enterprise that marks the limits of Escobar's and Ferguson's 

Foucaultian analyses: despite the paradigm of encounter suggested by the title of 

Escobar's book, his analysis of development as a dominant discourse misses the 

contestations, appropriations and transformations through which this discourse is 

^ Foucault exposes the built-in contradictions of the liberal order by showing how the workings of 
disciplinary modes underpin contractual forms of social organization, yet subtly subvert the egalitarian 
framework of the contract, "introducing insuperable asymmetries and excluding reciprocities" (ibid; 212). 
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instantiated in its endlessly proliferating domains of practice. Similarly, Ferguson's 

thesis that the development discourse denies politics by bureaucratizing the social field 

and purveying a technocratic approach to the solution of human problems misses the 

charged political arena in which these bureaucratic and technocratic enterprises are 

played out. As Tania Li (1999) points out, the Foucaultian approach is more useful in 

portraying development as a project of govemmentality—the attempt to produce 

governable subjects (Foucault 1991)—than in accounting for how this fragile operation is 

accomplished in the "contingent and compromised" interactions that development entails. 

I suggest that a Bakhtinian notion of discourse, as a polyvocal and polysemous web of 

encounters of meaning, may serve better to characterize this field in its "openings as well 

as closures" (Cooper 1997:85). 

The ethnography here highlights how the reforms, conceived and deployed from 

above, provoke a set of incomplete and unstable translations from below. The concept of 

translation is, thus, pivotal to the research: it focuses attention on the difference between 

the vision of a policy and the reality of its conditions of implementation, a field of 

discursive and political action that is very inadequately theorized. Bruno Latour outlines 

the concept of translation as follows: "In its linguistic and material connotations, it refers 

to all the displacements through other actors whose mediation is indispensable for any 

action to occur" (1999: 311). 

The field engineers, for example, presented themselves as actively reforming 

subjects, ably responding to the demands for greater efficiency, flexibility and 

responsiveness to the public, and espousing the reform's normative frameworks of 
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transparency and accountability. Yet the ethnography showed how these vocabularies 

and frameworks took on diverse meanings and were modified and manipulated in the 

context of the practical difficulties that the engineers experienced on the ground. Cuts in 

labor and funds in the depots, pressures to achieve higher standards of measurable 

achievement in accordance with specified indicators (such as revenue collection targets), 

and an atmosphere of stricter surveillance produced effects of translation that 

incorporated these hybrid productions of the reformed service into the discourse of 

reforming subjects. The ideological texts of reform were differentially "decoded" (Hall 

1980) by various actors within Metrowater depending on their location within its 

hierarchical structures of power. Thus, the translations generated conflicts, negotiations 

and new relations of domination and subordination between senior and junior engineers, 

engineers and financial managers, junior engineers and the public. 

Using the concept of translation to ethnographically chart the movement from 

high program to low practice reveals how "unintended" effects on the ground are a 

constitutive part of the program itself. This in turn allows us to conceive of disciplinary 

regimes as underpinning a hegemonic common sense. While this simultaneous 

invocation of Foucault and Gramsci might cause many purist eyebrows to rise, I argue 

that disciplinary regimes, the internally generative power carried by modalities and 

technologies of knowledge and practice, can be shown to have a provenance in specific 

historical conjunctures of capitalism, political relations of force, and ideological 

formations. The Washington Consensus and its hegemonic incorporation into the 

policies of nation-states in the 1980s and 1990s produced the sectoral consensus on "best 



practice" in infrastructure provision as one in which state agencies operate "like a 

business, not a bureaucracy" (World Bank 1994: 2). In this scheme, attention to 

institutional performance, quality of assets, optimal capacity-utilization of infrastructure 

stocks and efficiency are presented as the answers to social distributional as well as 

financial concerns. This consensus around efficiency as the crux both of rationality and 

of social morality has taken on a hegemonic character, has come to inform the 

commonsense of the private citizen, the activist, the scholar, the bureaucrat. 

In Gramsci's analysis, the achievement of effective rule, or "hegemony," relies on 

the strategic alliances through which historical blocs of ruling classes exercise 

intellectual, moral and political leadership and shape a national-popular consensus 

through winning the consensus of subordinate groups to their rule.^ These circumstances 

permit a dominant ideology "to prevail, to gain the upper hand, to propagate itself 

throughout society—bringing about not only a unison of economic and political aims, but 

also intellectual and moral unity, posing all the questions around which the struggle rages 

not on a corporate but on a "universal" plane..." (Gramsci 1971: 181-2). 

The production of the consensus of neoliberal reform within India following 

nearly four decades of autarkic import-substituting industrialization led by the state, was 

facilitated by specific sections of national elites, most prominently the upper ranks of the 

state bureaucracy. These senior civil servants were increasingly drawn into the 

intellectual and professional circuits of the World Bank and the IMF through 

^ Gramsci's method involves a careful and complex analysis of the "relations of force" and its 
underpinnings at a given historical moment; these include an analysis of the character and depth of the 
economic crisis in the state and the changing relations in the balance of social forces through which 
economic crises develop into crises in the state and society, take the shape of ethical-political struggles and 
form political ideologies (Hall 1986). 
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consultancies, secondments and jobs (Vanaik 2001). Other national groups that 

constituted the reformist bloc were sizeable sections of the industrial and commercial 

bourgeoisie that had been empowered by the economic liberalization initiated in the 

1980s, and an increasingly influential and active cosmopolitan middle class. 

These groups represent the formation of a new social conjuncture in India, which 

has profound implications for the way citizenship and the state are conceived. 

Simultaneously, recent initiatives in governance policy such as the nationwide 

decentralization of government to elected local councils (known as Panchayati Raj) 

propose to radically alter the nature and scope of people's participation in processes of 

government. All these developments spell profound changes in the way that services 

traditionally delivered by the state, particularly infrastructure services, are conceived, 

designed and targeted, producing new stakes in public services, new configurations of 

winners and losers, new channels of power and influence and new partnerships. Once 

again, gender, caste and class ideologies are mobilized and transformed in these 

processes. 

Reform of the state must also be seen in the context of specific discourses of 

nationalism that frame them: in India, they must be contextualized within the new 

moment of cultural nationalism inaugurated by the Hindutva movement, which mobilizes 

caste, class and gender ideologies in articulating a new kind of normative Indian citizen. 

The movement has powerful political, cultural, social and economic dimensions, and 

proposes new visions of the nation as well as the state, visions that Vanaik (2001) 

analyzes as constituting a dramatic rupture with the post-independence settlement based 



on secularism, socialism, democracy and non-alignment. To Vanaik, the unique 

"conjunction of a sharp neoliberal turn in the economic sphere with a drastic confessional 

and chauvinist twist in the political sphere," is largely circumstantial (2001:43). But to 

the feminist scholar Tharu (1999), mass movements for the destruction of mosques and 

those opposing caste-based affirmative action form a conjunctural part of the moment 

when the so-called New Economy was entrenched in India. Following Tharu, I argue 

that this conjuncture is part of the making of the new Indian subject, the modem, secular', 

activist and forward-looking individual. Many state functionaries have internalized this 

hegemonic constitution of the new Indian subject, rejecting the old statism and espousing 

a form of entrepreneurship in which a technologically ascendant meritocracy is tied in 

with a Sanskritized cultural Indianness. This study thus addresses public sector 

bureaucrats both as citizens and as service providers. 

Crucially, the hegemony of reform is produced at the level of the individual 

subject as common sense. In Gramsci's analysis, common sense, while representing 

itself as the timeless and universal wisdom of the common people, is a fragmented and 

often contradictory set of ideas and beliefs formed from the sedimented deposits of 

coherent ideological systems, very much a product of history. This ethnography shows 

how the strictures of neoliberalism, the imperatives of financial self-sufficiency, the 

critiques of the state as a service-provider, and the case for privatization are represented 

' The term "secular" has become a cotitested one in India since the 1990s. In the dominant discourse of 
Hindutva, and to many of my respondents, it denotes a version of "religious tolerance," the acceptance 
(often precarious) of multiple coexisting religions, deriving from a discourse of the enduring spirit of the 
Indian - glossed as Hindu - civilization. This is not a secularism that rejects the invocation of religious 
identities in official and public institutional spaces; it is one that lends itself to a cultural Hindu chauvinism 
in which the other Indian religions are represented as minorities or foreign. 
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as unquestionable common sense by a wide range of local spokespersons, from frontline 

engineers to retired senior civil servants, industrialists and academic commentators. 

The concept of hegemony, thus, allows for an appreciation of the role of specific 

alliances of economic, political and cultural forces in producing a dominant ideology that 

then disseminates itself as the common sense of a whole social order. It also points to the 

fragile, contingent and perpetually incomplete nature of hegemonic projects. Roseberry 

(1994) proposes that the concept of hegemony must be used to understand not consensus, 

but struggle. What it constructs, he argues, is not a shared ideology but a common 

framework — material and meaningful - for living through social orders characterized by 

domination. My study, while outlining the hegemonic character of the reforms, also 

elaborates on the struggles that disrupt it. It traces how, in the process of translation from 

program to practice, or from upper to lower levels of the hierarchy, reforms are often 

experienced as alien and oppressive, even as these experiences are re-incorporated into 

the moral landscape of the reforms through discursive operations such as euphemism or 

secrecy. 

My attempt to study the state through the everyday practices of a service 

bureaucracy also draws on ethnographic studies by Gupta (1998), Pigg (1997), and Li 

(2000), who have traced the way that ideas of the state are fashioned through the intimacy 

of everyday encounters of, respectively, farmers with modem technology in India, village 

healers with international NGO programs in Nepal, and poor communities with 

resettlement schemes in Indonesia. Gupta's ethnography (1998) of the agrarian practices 

of Uttar Pradesh farmers in the 1980s shows how macrological discourses such as 
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democracy and development are profoundly transformed through "crises of realization" 

in different locations, where the intents and stated goals of official policy are 

appropriated, modified and turned against the state by participants, and where the 

outcomes of these exchanges determine the local meanings of concepts such as 

development, nation and progress. 

WATER, GOVERNANCE AND THE URBAN GRID 

I chose to study the city water utility for a number of reasons. By the summer of 

2001, when I began my fieldwork, it was one of the few state-sector infrastructure 

bureaucracies in the city of Chennai that proudly claimed to be reforming itself.It was 

also "local" in that it was a service specifically designed for and managed in the city (as 

opposed to, for instance, the telecommunications sector that was managed by a national 

bureaucracy) and was still predominantly state-run (as opposed to the transport sector 

which had long been partially privatized). 

More fundamentally, an urban water service is a thickly overdetermined instance 

of a physical infrastructure sector in which multiple contestations over rule and 

governance can be discerned. Infrastructure projects such as dams, power plants and 

irrigation systems have traditionally taken on the aura of monuments to nationalism, 

embodying not only the massive fruition of financial and technological efforts, but 

The State Electricity Board, for instance, was, at that time, notoriously recalcitrant about reforms. A 
senior official of the Board, when I interviewed him, declared: "I don't know what New Delhi thinks, but 
basically reforms refer to change, and generally a change for the better, so when an organization is running 
well, where is the need for reforms? The Tamil Nadu Electricity Board is one of the best functioning 
electricity boards in the country. It was an all-India decision to go for reform, but they have realized after a 
while that a common yardstick cannot be applied to all situations." The Board was subsequently forced to 
move ahead with reforms. 
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standing for a common commitment to progress, a common patrimony of the people, and 

the paternalism of the state. In these projects, science, engineering, technology and 

rational organization are both images of and vehicles for social progress. By focusing on 

a physical infrastructure sector, the study sought to examine the intersection of two major 

competing rationalities in determining bureaucratic decisions: that of objective planning 

based on engineering criteria, and of the social development framework, involving 

distributional and equity goals. I was curious about how discourses of need, deserving 

and normative citizenship play out in a supposed "hardware" sector and in technological 

decision-making. How are the disciplinary frameworks through which civil engineers 

think informed by assumptions about society, gender, caste and class? How are notions of 

tradition and modernity built out of these assumptions and deployed in the daily 

discourses of bureaucrats and civil engineers? 

The ethnography interrogates the "order" produced by urban planners and civil 

engineers, through what James Scott (1998) describes as the standardized and legible 

format of the grid, and de Certeau (2000) calls the "theoretical concept of the city". In 

both these schemes, this totalizing order is produced by a distanced view from above, 

which abstracts and reduces the complex realities on the ground into powerful 

simplifications. In my study, the underground network of pipes embodied this order: the 

pipe network is conceived and represented as a neutral technology of equitable 

distribution, integrating the city under a unitary, monopolistic and state-controlled grid of 

mains and transmission lines. The ethnography found, however, that the underground 

reality was fragmented, layered and messy, perforated with illegal connections and 
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bypass channels. These represented the compromises and shortcuts through which field 

engineers, in collusion with local politicians and sections of the public negotiated 

personal stakes in the service or dealt with situations of urgent need and constrained 

resources. Or they represented desperate efforts of people to circumvent an unresponsive 

bureaucracy and tap directly into the system. Thus, the putative technocratic "order" of 

the high modernist city is routinely challenged by people on the ground fulfilling a basic 

need. These transactions, apparently, were routine affairs that "everybody knew" about, 

including the engineers. But the engineers acted out their roles as agents of the state 

through ritual public excavations of illegal connections, thus ritually policing and 

protecting the grid as the sovereign embodiment of order. 

In a wider domain, cities have become focal sites where the macrosocial trends 

associated with globalization intersect and are concentrated (Sassen 2000). They have 

also become the focus of governance discourses emerging from the World Bank, in 

which "urban governance" is a prominent theme. The concept of urban governance, as 

framed by neoliberal visions of universal consumers and privatized utilities, raises a 

unique set of questions related to the problems of order posed by the large populations 

residing in shanty towns, illegal settlements and slums. Since these populations also 

provide fertile grounds for mass political mobilization, they raise, as this ethnography 

shows, important questions about how politics can be conceived and incorporated into the 

framework of neoliberal governance reform programs and how the domain of local 

political practice can be articulated with the concept of "civil society" that is central to 

these reforms. 
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The field engineers in my study were forced to work closely with city councilors, 

who had become active players in urban governance since the municipal elections of 

1996. This collaboration with politicians is necessitated both by the reforms that 

incorporate "democratization" of services into their visions of governance, and by the 

empirical situation in which councilors have a stronger hold over the public voice in the 

water sector. Yet the ethnography reveals how, caught at the intersection of agency and 

constraint created by the reforms, field engineers tend to displace their anomalous 

conditions onto laborers, politicians, senior officials or "the public." Through a series of 

displacements, conflations and oppositions, engineers achieve a discursive space for 

themselves as purveyors of order, juxtaposed against the politicians and the public who 

constitute a realm of disorder, corruption, populism, clientilism and regressive practices 

of patronage. In the translations of reform, then, notions of the public, politics, order are 

constituted in particular ways that define in turn the way that problems and solutions are 

set up. 

Questions of urban governance also enter into the "water wars" that are raging in 

various cities around the globe. While the big battles over water have historically been 

about riparian rights, cross-border water sharing and irrigation benefits, they have now 

come to be centered in the arena of municipal drinking water services and their 

management. Since about the mid-nineties, cities have become the sites of pitched 

struggles among governments, private corporations and communities, on issues of control 

over drinking water systems. What was once a basic, taken-for-granted pillar of civic 

government is now part of a battle over orthodoxies of development, states-versus-
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markets debates, and GATS "-related trade issues, as privatization in one form or another 

becomes compulsory for poor countries seeking infrastructure loans from the World 

Bank, IMF or bilateral donors. 

These reforms aim to remove water from its traditional frame as one of the basic 

needs ensured by governments, or as a human right (as it has been more recently framed 

by various United Nations conventions), and to recast it as an increasingly scarce 

economic good with a variety of competing uses. As a major international finance 

institution puts it, "Beyond the basic needs for human well-being and environmental 

renewal, scarcity of water is largely an economic issue. This idea, that water has an 

economic value in all its competing uses, and should be recognized as an economic good, 

must underlie all efforts for rational water resource management" (Asian Development 

Bank 2001: 17). Accompanying this thrust is a move to define a range of "stakeholders" 

in water provision: these include private investors as key players in extending water 

systems to serve populations hitherto unserved by governments. The privatization of 

water utilities is portrayed as a necessary condition for ensuring effective service to the 

urban poor; thus it is framed as a moral imperative for reforming states (see Chapter 7). 

As the World Water Vision (drawn up by a "multi-stakeholder" body comprising major 

international donor institutions and large multinational corporations) puts it, "The task of 

politicians is to dispel the idea that water is primarily the government's business" (World 

Water Council 2000: 3). 

" The General Agreement on Trade in Services of the World Trade Organization. 
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BUREAUCRACY AND CATEGORIZATION 

A central theme of this dissertation is how categories of the social order are 

produced through the operation of bureaucratic power and thus scheme of categorization 

is inflected by the reforms. The scholarship on bureaucracy, centered primarily in the 

field of political sociology, tends to focus on organizational theory and rational choice 

models, wherein the central task is to account for the success or failure of agency 

functions or for the survival and longevity of agencies themselves. However, some 

recent work in the U.S., much of it in the field of natural resource management, has used 

case studies of organizations like the Forest Service, the Bureau of Reclamation or the 

Army Corps of Engineers (cf. Clarke et al 1995, Porter 1995, Espeland 1999) to move 

away from monolithic conceptions of bureaucracy and demonstrate the diverse and 

shifting nature of interactions between the agency and its political environment, the 

configurations of power within which the agency is poised, and the historical trajectories 

that account for particular cultures within the organization. They also, simultaneously, 

highlight the active and relatively autonomous agendas and ambitions of these 

organizations, reminding us that bureaucratic agencies are not just passive recipients of 

executive orders, legislative mandates or warrants of service. These studies have helped 

to critically unpack the black box of bureaucracy and show that the formulation of public 

policies through legislative processes or executive orders is the beginning, not the end of 

the story of a policy. 

What these accounts neglect, however, is the field of active production and 

exchange of symbolic currencies and categories of normative subjecthood across the 
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has received considerable interest since the mid-eighties: Corrigan and Sayer (1985) 

discussed the way that everyday routines and rituals in English state bureaucracies 

constitute and regulate the social making of subjects, creating certain kinds of subjects 

and identities while denying others; Bernard Schaffer (1987) unpacked the dynamics of 

differentiation played out by supposedly egalitarian bureaucratic devices such as the 

queue. Scholars of colonialism, like Cohn ( 1987), Dirks (1993), Appadurai (1993), 

Stoler (1995) and Cooper (1997) have shown how the technologies of rule that formed 

modem colonial states were essentially technologies of administrative knowledge: 

investigative modalities such as mapping, measuring, surveying and tabulating produced 

the social order and the categories that they described. These writings all point to 

technologies and disciplines of knowledge as agents of cultural transformations as well as 

practical tools of statecraft. The metric system, for example was, in Scott's words, "at 

once a means of administrative centralization, commercial reform and cultural progress," 

in other words, a "genuine cultural revolution" (1998:31). These various bodies of 

scholarship also converge on the insistence that the cultural politics of state-formation, 

from its early European to the present, is profoundly gendered through its reliance on 

discourses of virtue, honor and morality. These discourses in turn arise from and 

contribute to the classificatory logics of inclusion/exclusion that underpin notions of 

citizenship in modem states (Stoler 1995, Kelly 1995, Chakravorthy 1992, Alonso 1994). 

My study argues that the formation of the public servant through everyday 

practices of mle, inflected by the demands of reform, entails an ongoing process of 
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classifying and labeling of social groups. The reforms, aimed at corporatizing, 

commercializing and privatizing the utility, have changed, or in many cases simply 

entrenched, the classificatory logics through which the state perceives, differentiates and 

categorizes the public. The "optic" of the depot engineer cannot be simply read off from 

the formal classificatory schemes of the larger organization or the service as a whole. 

Processes of localization and translation at the frontline and the special conditions of the 

face-to-face encounter, produce their own vocabularies and sociologies of classification. 

In Chennai's water service, I found a particular notion of "the public" produced 

by frontline engineers as they worked within the demanding disciplinary conditions of 

reforms. A closer surveillance of the service interface through instruments such as 

complaint-monitoring, and pressures to meet revenue targets and to change the service 

relationship to one of demand-responsive consumer satisfaction (aimed also at lessening 

the discretion of the frontline bureaucrat) have produced a distancing of the engineer 

from this "public", which is portrayed as disorderly, demanding, over-politicized and 

unwilling to pay for services. This public generally refers to the masses of slum-

dwellers, who, lacking private water connections or alternate sources of water, depend on 

public fountains, an instance of the "commons" which are being steadily edged out of 

viable existence by neoliberal reforms. 

Herzfeld provides a persuasive account of how indifference is produced by the 

conditions of the service interface in a state bureaucracy. He analyzes bureaucracy in the 

frame of nationalism, wherein nationalism takes the form of a "secular theodicy," an 

overarching rhetoric of community that transcends the realities of time and place. This 
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theodicy is, notwithstanding the bureaucratic framework of rationalism, built on tropes of 

kinship, family, lineage and reciprocity, a symbolic universe that bureaucrats share with 

their clients. The encounter of these two rhetorics - that of bureaucratic rationalism and 

that of kinship-based nationalism - generates a set of stereotypes that bureaucrats and 

clients deploy on and against each other, building relations of patronage and its flipside, 

attitudes of indifference. In other words, categories of "us" and "them", produced by 

local applications of the nationalist tropes of kin and belonging, allow bureaucrats to 

justify practices of exclusion and indifference. "Indifference is socially created through 

the selective deployment of a kin-based discrimination between self and others. An 

attitude of indifference is only justifiable if directed outside the reference group - at those 

who are "other""(1992:172). 

The clients' stereotype of the bureaucrat as "indifferent" is used by bureaucrats to 

normalize their pursuit of personal advantage within the scheme of service. Thus, the 

disjuncture between ideology and practice provides a strategic tool in the armory of the 

bureaucrat. Herzfeld's analysis sees self-interest and the pursuit of personal goals as 

integral to the model of bureaucratic service delivery, allowing us to perceive the 

functionary as a citizen and a social actor with an agenda. This contradiction was internal 

to Weber's analysis - his ideal type of the rational and neutral government functionary 

ran directly counter to what he saw as the self-serving, career-oriented individual that lay 

within the model. Herzfeld shows how this conundrum provides an important rhetorical 

strategy for the construction of indifference - it allows "bureaucrats [to] appeal... 
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rhetorically to the ideal type in order to represent - or, rather, recast - their self-interested 

acts as public service" (ibid: 19). 

Herzfeld touches on a key process of rule when he points to the role of rhetoric in 

the social production of indifference in nation-state bureaucracies. But while the rhetoric 

he refers to is that of nationalism, my research highlights the rhetoric of reform - with its 

moral frameworks of order, stringent quantitative accounting, a reinstatement of rules, 

and service to citizens as (paying) consumers - as providing the alibis for indifference. 

Categorical exclusions now take recourse to tropes of disorderliness, free-rider behavior 

and politically mediated demands to justify the treatment of slum-dwellers as 

undeserving, even as bureaucrats pursue and practice (and defend) discretionary relations 

of patronage at various levels of the service. 

My study demonstrates how the construction of a trope of "the public" - through 

the habitual practices of the state, accented by reforms - produces a distancing of the 

state from the masses of the slum dwellers. As Herzfeld points out, indifference is made 

from the deployment of stereotypes, a combination of faith in categories and a somewhat 

cynical use of them. "Stereotypes are one of the currencies of social life ... they use the 

terms of social life to exclude others on cultural grounds. They render intimate and 

sometimes menacing, the abstraction of otherness" (ibid: 72). In justifying petty 

tyrannies through an invocation of cultural values, Herzfeld claims, state functionaries 

"conjure up and conjure with the very notion of rationality in various ways" (ibid: 62). 

The "impossibility" which the mass of slum dwellers posed for the engineers in my study 

was made up of technical rationalities (the slums were often located at the tail end of pipe 
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systems, bringing tiiem lower pressures and less water), financial constraints and the new 

rules of service laid out by the reforms. As Herzfeld notes, "(B)ureaucrats can call on 

two resources in escaping personal responsibility for their decisions: higher authority and 

the clasifications to which "the system" subjects people" (ibid: 95). 

Marginalization, thus, is a product of the disciplinary regimes through which 

states operate. Practices of state power, premised on inclusions and exclusions, actively 

produce margins and place people in relation to them. The discourse of citizenship that is 

central to liberal theories of the state holds, under the guise of a universal entitlement, a 

highly specific and exigent image of an autonomous and capable individual (Chakraborty 

1992). This exigence is being re-stated under reform. A new kind of normative citizen-

subject is being demanded, generating new rules for inclusion and exclusion. 

Rejection of welfarism in India has reinstated a meritocratic model in which the 

secular democratic citizen-subject is normatively male, middle class and upper caste. 

This is a highly gendered vision in that the increasing assertiveness and visibility of 

women in the public sphere is accounted for by constructing the category "woman" as 

upper caste and middle class (Tharu 1999), while the lower castes are either conceived as 

male, rough and a threat to order, or treated as the objects and grounds of an increasingly 

marginalized welfare function. 

The paradigm of service in the water bureaucracy was also gendered - this 

relation was embodied in depot encounters, where the engineers, largely male, serve, 

scold, lecture and eventually accommodate a public which is more often than not female, 

especially when they come from the slums. Female engineers, meanwhile, struggle to 
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fulfil the increasingly demanding performance standards of depot work while managing 

their households. They emphasize that, as women, they bring special contributions to the 

depot, in terms of their relatively greater probity and better public relations skills. 

NEW RATIONALITIES OF REFORM: QUANTIFICATION, 

COMMENSURATION AND THE AUDIT CULTURE 

Reforms in Metrowater created power-ridden encounter of distinct rationalities, 

establishing the dominance of certain ones over others. Despite the language of 

continuity reflected in ordinal idioms such as "greater" (transparency), "better" 

(performance) and "more" (efficiency), reforms introduced some significant disjunctures 

in the way the service was conceived and run. They entailed a rejection of some 

orthodoxies and the revaluing of some professions, procedures, methods and programs 

vis-a-vis others. Weber drew early attention to the multiple forms of rationality that 

intersect in modem states; his analysis of "rationalization" and his critique of modernity 

comprised an account of the tensions and contradictions arising from the clash of 

different forms of rationality. 

However, many of the current endeavours in reforming governance are premised 

on the assumptions of a singular rationality within which interests, stakes, preferences 

and values can be coherently accounted for - this is the framework of rational choice. 

Even politics is sought to be understood and rendered within this framework; what cannot 

be explained in these terms gets coded as disorder. Thus, notions of order are artifacts of 

particular rationalities. 
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At the center of the new rationaUties of state reforms is the notion of efficiency, 

which is based on a measure of output for input as captured in cost-benefit analysis. This 

notion of efficiency relies heavily on commensuration, a reduction of the complex 

structures of social reality into discrete, homogenous and aggregatable units, a 

transformation of qualities into quantities. Commensuration involves flattening out the 

field of jurisdiction to render it legible and uniform; all content must be amenable to 

presentation in a single form, and measurability is the condition for engagement. 

Immeasurable and incommensurable values fall outside the ambit of this disciplinary 

mode, they are not recognized as value. 

All this is familiar: commensuration as a mode of govemmentality has been seen 

as paradigmatic of the modem state by postcolonial scholars, Foucaultians, and others. 

Yet, with neoliberal reforms, the bases of authority within these modes of 

govemmentality have shifted to profoundly unsettle the cultural foundations of mle, in 

particular the professional identities around which states, elites and mle were organized 

in the modernist era. Public sector engineers were core figures in substantiating the 

modernizing projects of state-building and in fulfilling the rhetoric of nationalism: they 

literally and figuratively built the nation, transformed its raw potential into monumental 

achievements, organized its physical spaces and created new social orders (cf. Khilnani 

1997). Their prestige derived, however, not just from these achievements, but from the 

authority of science and their allegiance to its disciplines and rigors. As Espeland shows 

in her analysis of the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation, the way in which personal morality, 

responsibility, social prestige and authority come together in the ethos of state engineers 
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to form an overarching and entrenched "rationality" is a distinctive achievement of 

modernity. Espeland's ethnography points to rationality as a practical, political and 

organizational accomplishment that needs to be unpacked to account for the meanings, 

effects and motivations that a particular form carries. 

Crucial to the engineering ethos is the imperative of being "above politics", a 

value long inscribed into the cultures of developmental states. However, this separation 

of science from politics is, as scholars like Theodore Porter (1995) and Espeland (1998) 

show, an ideologically naturalized scheme, not as universal as it appears. Porter, in 

detailed historical case studies of French public engineers and the U.S. Army Corps of 

Engineers, demonstrates the empirically varied relationships of state engineers to the 

political field. This brings us back to the issue of quantification and commensuration. 

Porter revealed that the role of numbers and quantification in public professional 

bureaucracies is not intrinsic to the discipline of engineering, nor part of an ideological 

strategy, but can be explained historically. For decades, professionals within these 

bureaucracies, even those with highly sophisticated mathematical training like the French 

Corps des Ponts engineers, used their professional discretion and expert judgement rather 

than numbers to make decisions, and strongly defended their prerogative to do so. The 

domination of quantitative approaches as pillars of a mechanical objectivity was a 

historical development, deriving from changing relations between scientific 

professionals, public officials and the wider public. It reflected the altered basis of social 

authority of the organization. Porter argues that the hegemony of quantitative methods in 
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vulnerability to outside (political) pressures and challenges to their elite expert bases. 

Thus, it is the culture of public accountability, not internal professional 

tendencies, that produce the emphasis on quantification. In Metrowater, the new culture 

of accountability being ushered in by reform attempts to constrain, relativize and "put in 

their place" the engineers who were the traditional authorities in the organization. In their 

place, it installs a new breed of professionals: finance executives, managers, 

administrators and auditors who occupy a much more central role in decision-making 

than ever before. These professionals are the carriers of the new hegemonic rationality, 

the discipline of the bottom line. In Espeland's study (1998), the long-entrenched 

engineering culture of the "Old Guard" came under profound challenge by a New Guard, 

who, although they came from diverse fields including environmental sciences, biology 

and sociology, were united by new rationalities of planning and accountability based on 

rational choice models and cost benefit analysis. In Metrowater, management experts 

and auditing firms brought in as consultants - many of them from international circuits of 

"reform-speak" - introduce non-traditional views about government and services; like 

Espeland's New Guard, they are less invested in the traditional mission of the agency. 

The modes of discipline to which the engineers are subjected cohere closely with 

what is now being identified as an emerging technology of coercive govemmentality, that 

of the audit culture. Studies by Strathem (1996) and Shore and Wright (1999) analyze 

the spread of audit in a range of public organizations as part of the post-1980s attack on 

the welfare state and a key instrument of neoliberal reform aimed at enhancing 
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institutional effectiveness. Standing on the growing demand for accountability from the 

expenditure of taxpayers' money, and legitimated through the vocabularies of quality 

assurance and empowerment of users, the technologies of audit have laid out a punitive 

regime of surveillance, especially targeted at core professionals in public agencies. They 

employ a policing approach, reducing professional relations to quantifiable and 

inspectable templates, and forcing commensuration of values and contributions. 

Audit culture has spread from the field of financial accounting to other domains 

such as educational and health services, arts administration, and infrastructure utilities. It 

has become central in envisioning and defining a transformed domain, stressing themes 

of self-actualization and empowerment, and producing a new discourse of the subject. In 

Metrowater, this discursively produced new subject is the streamlined and progressive 

functionary, capable of deploying efficient instruments of service-delivery without 

recourse either to the baggage of bureaucratic formality or of paternalistic and now 

discredited "discrimination". As Espeland writes, "However organizationally useful, 

politically expedient and intellectually defensible..., the promise of rationality was also 

deeply personal. For people who wanted to do good, rationality was both a useful idea 

and an ideal against which anxieties about being a bureaucrat could be assuaged, the 

nobility and possibility of government service could be defended, and the potential of 

democratic participation realized" (1998:152). 

Shore and Wright's analysis shows how the re-invention of professionals as units 

of resources becomes a vehicle for changing the way people relate to the workplace, to 

authority, to each other and to themselves. But a major problem with this regime is that it 
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punishes, rather than assists, people who are struggling in their roles. Policing, as a mode 

of accountability, is divisive, causing, as Shore and Wright put it, a "regress of mistrust", 

wherein systems admittedly problematic but based on professional autonomy and some 

degree of horizontal trust are displaced in favor of those based on suspicion and coercive 

visibility. Audit culture ritualizes verification and accountability, as a way of "managing 

critique" - they serve the symbolic purposes of signaling that the agency is "doing 

something." Thus the emphasis is on form at the expense of content. But rationalities of 

mechanical objectivity through quantification acquire legitimation through their putative 

rigor: they holds out "science" to counter the "politics" of discretionary action. They 

offer methods suited to outside scrutiny, from the public, financial institutions, funders 

and buyers. Thus audit has become a political technology, disguising the working of 

power under the "neutral" language of science and common sense. 

The reforms in Metrowater purvey quantification both for practical and moral 

reasons, but its morality rests on a notion of accountability managed by accountants. The 

challenge to the elitism of experts is a democratic challenge only in the ambiguous and 

delimited sense that Weber pointed to in what he called "passive democratization", 

wherein an advance of bureaucratization is accompanied by a "leveling of the governed". 

He saw these challenges as coming from "on high," as political initiatives exploiting 

economic and social antagonisms. Once again, Espeland's account of the new 

rationalities resonates with my own analysis: she shows how the democracy that the New 

Guard was committed to was "the procedural and technically mediated democracy known 

as 'public involvement'" (1998:136). 



Linguistic strategies also played a crucial part in entrenching the discursive power 

of reforms in Metrowater. The ethnography traces ways in which the language of change 

and transformation is used to generate support, both internally and externally, for 

programs that are often simply continuous with old practices (see Chapter 2). It also 

shows how, when the language of reform meets the language of bureaucracy, old 

practices of clientilism, corruption and rent-seeking re-emerge under new titles. Thus, the 

old culture absorbs, even as it transforms, the new terminologies. But, as Roseberry 

(1994) points out, the state's power to name guarantees the dominant power's ability to 

establish the "common" languages or terminologies within which the contestations of 

hegemony can occur. Linguistics reveal the complicities and setdements through which 

everyday rule is constituted. Trying to understand the state in ways that do not fall into 

the trap that Bourdieu (1999) outlined - of being taken over by the state's concepts and 

categories - requires sidestepping and critiquing the language and epistemologies through 

which reform and the state are constituted. 

REFORMS: A SETTLEMENT 

Neoliberal reforms of the state, as outlined above, establish a closed-circuit 

dynamic which, in the name of public accountability, shifts the basis of authority from 

one set of elites to another. The new modes and methods of rule are, if anything, more 

overarching, universalizing, and thereby exclusionary, than what went before. The 

conditions of possibility for reform of the state, thus, get framed within this power 

struggle of elites within which claims to accountability and the public good are made. 



53 

This closing off takes the form of what Latour (1999) calls a "settlement." 

Latour's formulation provides an important model for outlining the terms in which 

dominant elites have set up and carried through a debate and articulated its resolution -

terms that have relegated to the realms of impossibility certain bodies of the polity, 

precisely those in whose name the debate legitimizes itself. Latour's analysis traces the 

philosophical roots of this staged debate, which he calls the "science wars," back across 

the gap of centuries to the Greeks. He revisits the debate in Plato's Gorgias between 

Socrates, the proponent of pure science that is best pursued in the quiet of the laboratory, 

and Callicles, the sophist or rhetorician, precursor to the modem politician. They argue 

about the best way to run the city, but both are in agreement that the masses, the ten 

thousand common people assembled in the agora, are the problem. Each accuses the 

other of being a slave to the masses, but both are agreed in the goal of breaking the rule 

of the crowd. Thus their seemingly radical disagreement over the basis of governance -

science or politics - rests on a shared disdain of the common people. The crowd is 

despised for a variety of reasons: it is polluted by the presence of women and slaves, 

composed of manual, menial workers, the people are spoiled and overfed. Worst of all, 

there are too many of them and too little time to get them to understand important 

matters. In the staged debate, practical knowledge is rendered worthless and two types of 

expert knowledge compete, but what remains unquestioned is that some expert 

knowledge is necessary to make the people of Athens either behave correctly or shut up 

and stay at bay. Thus, the debate between Socrates and Callicles, "who agree on 

everything and differ only about the fastest way to silence the crowd" is rigged as a fight 
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of Might against Right, and ends in a settlement, to pitch Reason against Might (Latour 

1999; 234, emphasis in original). This settlement silences the people of Athens. The 

Body Politic is rendered impossible by the staged standoff. The legacy of this ancient 

settlement, says Latour, is that "we are still struggling, in our 'mad cow' times, with (the) 

quandary of how to have a science and a democracy together" (ibid: 218). 

In telling the story of the discipUning politics entailed in reform, wherein the 

battle is staged between developmentalism and the new managerialism - two kinds of 

expert elitism - this study points to the creation of an area of impossibility: the mass of 

chaotic public whose voice is silenced. They are constantly "spoken for" as the grounds, 

the justification of reform. Both sides in the struggle produce "the public" as the objects 

of a pedagogic project that has become increasingly impossible. 

To further elaborate on this idea of the staged debate, I point to analogies in a 

body of work within feminist and subaltern studies, which show how conditions of 

impossibility, or erasures and silencing were produced by reform debates in colonial 

times. Mani (1998), for instance, in examining efforts to prohibit sati in India in the late 

nineteenth century, reveals how the discursive battles around sati between colonial 

administrators and the Bengali elite were waged on the silence and subjection of women. 

This dynamic carries over into historiography. When the past is staged, in colonial 

archives and nationalist histories, as a contested transition from tradition to modernity, as 

a battle between barbaric Hindu practices and the British civilizing mission, or as one 

between indigenous culture and the overbearing state, women either become anomalous 

categories or are objectified as symbols of the battle (Sharpe 1993). Both the colonial 
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archive and the nationalist history, in "speaking for" subaltern people, efface them, 

producing, in Spivak's view, a kind of epistemic violence (Spivak 1988). I invoke these 

analyses here with full consciousness of the limits of analogy - the operations of racial 

and sexualized discourses are specific and cannot be reduced to a general principle. But 

the analogy assists us in seeing how absences and silences can be produced by the staging 

of a battle in which subaltern groups are "spoken for." 

The settlements in the discourse of reform are multifaceted. Intersecting with the 

debate between the "old" and "new" rationalities is the debate between state provision 

and private provision of services. This debate is based on a set of institutional ideologies 

about the character of states and the essential principles of private enterprise. The state is 

essentialized as the site of discretion, patronage and interventionism, while the neutrality 

that state bureaucracies failed to deliver is now seen to be more surely guaranteed by the 

hand of the market and the abstract mechanisms of price. Neoliberal reforms reify the 

state as a "sector" - the "public sector" - which is directly contrasted with the "private 

sector" in terms of institutional functioning. Public and private thus get defined here not 

only in terms of property rights and legal domains, but in terms of styles, cultures, 

"virtues" and constraints inherent in their organizational forms. A particularly current 

and stylized version of this, which is explored in this study, is that of a public body 

learning to act like a private one. 

But the opposition between "public" and "private," constructed homologously 

with "state" and "civil society," also creates a conflation between the market, civil 

society and "community." Thus, civil society participation, community involvement and 
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privatization are often packaged together and offered as a counter to state service 

provision (see Chapters 6 and 7). The "privatization debate" is thus staged in a way that 

removes any "outside" to the bi-polar scheme, and closes off the possibility of alternative 

solutions. 

FIELDWORK METHODS AND WRITING THE ETHNOGRAPHY 

A study of urban water supply, reform and governance does not sound at first like 

the subject matter of anthropology. Cultural anthropologists often get a glazed look in 

their eyes when they hear what I am studying. Many of my respondents were also 

perplexed about the relevance of anthropology to their settings and activities: as far as 

they knew, anthropologists studied monkeys, fossils or old bones. In responding to them, 

I took recourse to that catch-all term that we have appropriated as the object of our 

disciplinary contemplation - "culture". I claimed to be studying the culture of reform 

and of bureaucracy and public service. Not entirely sure myself what this could mean, 

what exactly I should be looking at or what I hoped to find, this language turned out to be 

surprisingly productive. People responded with immediate recognition of something in 

the term, and conversations flowed from there. 

For myself, the project was one of discovering the symbolic dimensions and 

cultural meaning in a domain that has been naturalized as "economic" or "political", or 

"public administration". I hoped to find a way to interact on a daily and routine basis 

with bureaucrats in the water utility. I approached my fieldwork with the set of 

apprehensions that are common in studying a state bureaucracy: issues of access - "will 
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anybody speak to me, how open will they be?" My concerns were not assuaged by a 

large editorial piece that appeared in a city newspaper soon after my arrival in Chennai, 

entitled "Information Drought in Tamil Nadu" {The Hindu, Sunday, August 5, 2001), 

which commented on the unprecedented atmosphere of fear in bureaucratic circles in the 

State, making officials extremely reluctant to speak to journalists, researchers or 

members of the public. The political regime in the State was earning a reputation for 

extreme paranoia about releasing information to the public. 

On the advice of a retired senior bureaucrat who was a friend, I started at the top, 

with letters to the Secretary of the Municipal Administration and Water Supply 

department of the State government, requesting permission to study the water utility. The 

advice tumed out to be sound - the official permission was critical in giving me access to 

senior officials in the organization, who in turn referred me down the line until I found 

myself at the depot. 

It became quickly clear that the depots were the sites of all the action, and where I 

would need to focus my attention. So I designed a fieldwork strategy that would allow 

me extended exposure to these sites. I planned to spend four full working days in each 

depot, in a sample of depots across the city'^, arriving when the office opened and 

leaving when it closed. This design facilitated a "multi-sited ethnography" (Marcus 

1986) within the city, allowing me to combine a period of immersion in each site with a 

Of the 160 depots in the city, I selected 16 to study. I chose four areas, based on how old they were, their 
relative levels of infrastructure development, and their broad socioeconomic profiles. I chose four depots 
from each area in consultation with the Area Engineer, with some attention to getting a good representation 
of female engineers in my sample. As it turned out, I met with many more depot engineers in the course of 
my depot days: engineers from neighboring depots would drop in for a chat at the depot where I happened 
to be, or the engineer I was spending time with would take me along to visit another engineer. 
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comparative perspective on the range of personal/professional styles of operation, 

empirical conditions and perspectives on reform obtaining in the different depots. Selling 

this plan to the depot engineers was not difficult: most of them were curious and 

somewhat amused that I would want to spend so much time in what they saw as a 

sometimes mundane, and often difficult setting. 

These "depot days" formed the core of my research. They gave me extended 

access to the engineers, other depot workers and the labor teams. A critical advantage of 

this strategy was that I could often sit in a comer, unnoticed, and simply watch the action 

as clients, politicians, contractors, senior engineers and supervisors, or officials from 

other government organizations came in with complaints, requests, orders, or proposals. 

I was also often introduced to these people and found opportunities to talk to them about 

the themes I was pursuing, sometimes in impromptu group discussions in the depots. The 

depot days yielded a wealth of snowball effects -1 interviewed many contractors, 

politicians, and middle-level engineers that I met there. 

I also accompanied the engineers on their visits to the "field"; sites from where 

complaints had come, where they supervised the workers' repairs, conducted inspections 

and met with complainants. We peered down blocked sewers, inspected leaky pipes, 

tracked down stolen handpump handles in the slums, or stood for hours watching as 

workers dug up illegal connections. Understudying the engineers' work at the depots 

gave me a sense of the material idioms and the meanings that are carried in the objects of 

the trade; manholes, handpumps, cut-off notices and drainage blocks all occupy symbolic 

locations in the scheme of things at the depot, where a balancing act is constantly 



maintained between the pressures of accountability, visibility, profitability, patronage, 

obligations to various people, and the compassion of the official. The task of "raising a 

manhole" thus, is sometimes a lucrative chance to "prepare an estimate" for a contract, 

sometimes an urgent need that cannot be fulfilled because of budgetary constraints, and 

sometimes just a nuisance. 

Discerning some of these meanings became easier in my second round of depot 

days: I initially spent two days in each depot, and then went through the whole circle 

again. This was in order to cover different seasons in the depots, and also to give myself 

a second chance in which themes that emerged from the first round of depot days could 

be addressed across the sample. The long days at the depots and the spectrum of shared 

activities created a rapport - sooner in some cases than in others - that allowed me to 

deepen and extend the themes I explored. The subject of "corruption" got raised at some 

point or other - where engineers did not bring it up themselves, I found ways to ask about 

it, and they were usually forthcoming upto a certain point, despite the atmosphere of 

increased vigilance that surrounded them at the time. 

I supplemented the depot days with a large number of interviews with senior 

engineers at the Area Offices and the Head Office, and at special sites such as filling 

stations and treatment plants (see Appendix A for a list of respondents). I also 

interviewed several officials in administrative departments at the Head Office, such as 

Personnel, Finance and Public Relations. I attended two training programs for engineers 

at Metrowater's training center, and spent many weeks in its library and archives. I went 

on two Press Tours that Metrowater organized to show reporters its drought relief 
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measures in the city, and visited Water Distribution Stations, sewage treatment plants and 

other installations. 

In order to contextualize reforms in Metrowater within a larger local discourse 

about reform and governance, I interviewed a cross-section of people in the city that were 

engaged with these issues, such as scholars, journalists, activists and industrialists (see 

Appendix A). Some of these individuals had served as consultants to the government on 

various aspects of reform, some had founded or were members of civil society groups 

focusing on issues of governance, many had been involved with municipal water issues in 

some capacity. During the course of my fieldwork, there were several meetings in the 

city, convened by "civil society" groups and/or government departments, on "good 

governance", institutional reforms, and anti-corruption. I attended these meetings and the 

notes form part of my fieldnotes (see Appendix B for a list of meetings). Since I was 

mapping the circulation of discourses of reform, I tried to talk to people who dealt in 

these discourses publicly. 

An important cohort of respondents in my fieldwork was a set of retired 

bureaucrats of the Indian Administrative Service (IAS) - people who had served in senior 

government posts during their careers. Many of these people were now active in civil 

society groups that articulated critiques of government institutions and practices. Since 

state reforms were reputed to have found ready acceptance in the senior echelons of the 

national civil services, I aimed to elicit their perspectives on the impulses behind the 

reforms. 



61 

The majority of these people tended to be older men. I tried to counter this bias in 

my data by seeking the perspectives of groups that might have very different discourses 

on the state and reforms but did not speak in the same public spaces: I held discussions 

with groups of women - "users" of the water service - from several slum communities. 

I recorded my data mostly in written form. Using tape recorders when 

interviewing government officials was, as I found, a very bad idea - one official stopped 

the interview and almost evicted me from his office when I asked him for permission to 

tape the interview. Conditions in the depot facilitated note-taking - the long hours of 

sitting around watching events unfold allowed me to record things closely. During 

interviews, I jotted as many words down as I could while the informant spoke, and I later 

strung the sentences together. My quotes in the text, thus, are close reproductions of the 

actual words of the speakers. A few interviews with non-govemmental respondents were 

taped and transcribed. 

As my fieldwork progressed, I discovered, somewhat to my dismay, that I was in 

the middle of one of the "hottest" topics of the time: water and privatization. This was 

inadvertent: my interest was in bureaucratic reform, and I had found myself in the water 

sector for circumstantial reasons (see pp.20-21 above). I was not a "water expert" and felt 

inadequately equipped to address the policy and advocacy debates that were raging (and 

continue to rage). My data was, it seemed, far too complex and contradictory, too 

detailed yet abstract: most of it concerned the struggles and negotiations of water 

bureaucrats dealing with a changing reality in a water service that was engaging with 



privatization in complex ways. It offered no clear answers to the questions that were 

being posed (or begged) by the public debates on water privatization. 

Eventually, I let the data, such as they were, "write themselves." I stayed with 

what people had said, in all its contradictions. However, although I do not take a 

polemical position in the debate, my organization of the data itself constitutes a polemic -

my own incomplete and contingent "truth" carved out of the partial truths of my 

respondents. In sorting through the discourses of my respondents, I learned about the 

different meanings of concepts such as privatization, reforms and the state, and have tried 

to let these meanings reveal themselves in their words. 

OUTLINE OF THE DISSERTATION 

The remainder of this dissertation is organized as follows. Chapter 2 gives a 

perspective of "reform from the top," a view from the apical center of the organization 

(the Head Office and its senior executives), from the organization's libraries and 

archives, and from retired senior officials of Metrowater who served as historians of the 

organization for my research. It traces the provenance of reforms and their place in the 

history of the organization, the visions of reformers, and the rationalities, technologies, 

material and discursive modalities through which the reforms are deployed from the top. 

New vocabularies and terminologies, new organizational relations and new methods and 

procedures are key to the operationalization of an atmosphere of reform and change. The 

view from here, as this chapter will show, is positive: despite the struggles attendant on 

change, there is a sense of energy and achievement. 



Chapter 3 moves the focus to the field engineers, the principal subjects of this 

study. This chapter lays out the discourses through which the field engineers subjectively 

locate themselves, both within the conditions of state sector employment - involving 

career issues of promotions, transfers and job prestige - and in the context of public 

service - involving their views of service, the public and reform. This chapter also 

begins to outline the story of how the public servant is formed at the site of the service 

interface, through their daily interactions with clients in the context of a reforming 

organization. The reforms begin to look very different from this vantage point. The field 

engineers, while responsible for implementing the programs of reform, are also often on 

the wrong end of its disciplinary axis. This chapter reveals the pressures, ambivalence 

and sometimes despair that many of them experience as they are subjected to and by the 

reforms; it also outlines how their relationship with "the public" - especially the urban 

poor from the slums - is influenced by these changes. This chapter, then, outlines the 

first layer in the multiple challenges to the "order" of reforms that emerge in its 

translations. 

Chapter 4 adds a layer of context to this discursive self-presentation of the 

engineers; the domain of illicit, illegal and informal transactions, a widely known but 

rarely named field of activities that is part of the daily functioning of the service. This 

chapter lays out the euphemisms and linguistic displacements through which the 

engineers talk about these activities, covering up and at the same time revealing their 

private stakes in the public service and the deeper meanings of their routine discourses 

and practices. It also outlines the moral economy of corruption in the depots - the 
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boundaries that are drawn around what is acceptable "taking", the rationales and 

contingencies they invoke to explain their actions, and the ways in which reforms and its 

demands have affected these practices. 

Chapter 5 introduces another critical dimension of the service and of the 

formation of the depot engineer - the sphere of "politics". This chapter discusses the 

relationship between the engineers and the local politicians—the ward councilors - with 

whom they engage on a daily basis. It exposes the "us versus them" dualities through 

which engineers mark off their practices and styles from those of the politicians, but also 

reveals the overlaps, negotiations and complicities between the two sides as they navigate 

the complex world of local water service provision. This chapter outlines the staged 

stand-offs and the uneasy settlements produced by competitive spheres of rule. 

Chapter 6 addresses "privatization." It examines the multiple meanings of the 

term as used by state bureaucrats, and describes their experiences with concrete efforts at 

privatization such as management and maintenance contracts with private firms. This 

chapter traces the ways that state personnel talk about the "private sector" and vice versa: 

it also discusses the experiences of private contractors with the state. Chapter 7 reviews 

the intensifying global debates on the privatization of municipal water services - the 

"water wars" - and places them in the context of the present and future of reform efforts 

in Metrowater. 

The final chapter, "Governance Revisited," brings several of these strands back 

together to address issues of governance in the water sector. It reviews literature on 

governance reforms, largely from the World Bank, which envisage the depolitization of 
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water provision. This chapter includes a set of perspectives on governance reforms and 

the role of the state from a cross-section of retired senior civil servants in the city. The 

concluding chapter summarizes the findings and arguments of the dissertation. 



Fig 1. Water supply in Chennai city 
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CHAPTER 2 

"AN EFFICIENT AND VIRILE SERVICE:" VISIONS OF REFORM IN 

METROWATER 

In the summer of2001, as I began my fieldwork, the city was in the grip of an 

intense drought. As was occurring with increasing frequency in the city, two successive 

monsoons had failed, and storage levels in the reservoirs were too low to support piped 

supply, even on alternate days. For several months, the city was supplied by nearly 4000 

trucks that transported water every day from wellfields to the north, stopping to fill tanks 

on street comers, or to directly distribute water to residents on the streets. A daily sight 

was the large tanker, now privately operated, halted on the side of a busy thoroughfare, 

flanked by scores of people - mostly women - and hundreds of brightly colored plastic 

pots. Women carrying pots of water on their waist or head - a typical rural image -

were now a familiar sight on the city sidewalks. Large water trucks, often leaking a 

steady stream of water behind them, clogged every road, hindering the flow of traffic and 

damaging the roads. Newspapers reported daily accidents with water trucks. All the 

water distribution stations had been turned into filling stations, with trucks lined up in 

front of them for hours every day. The filling stations often turned into scenes of battle, 

as groups of women came in to demand where their water truck was, party workers 

jostled for extra supplies, and envoys from "VIP" neighborhoods tried to jump the 

queues. Police were often posted at these stations. 
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The water delivered through mobile modes was often of dubious quality - murky 

and smelly - and arrived at unpredictable times, forcing people to stay up nights or wake 

up before dawn or miss work waiting for the trucks. The suffering of people had once 

more become routinized into rhythms of waiting and hoping. This was mostly true of the 

residents of city slums or of poorer areas that depended on municipal supplies. Middle 

class homes and apartments tapped their private wells for the bulk of their water needs, 

using municipal water only for drinking and cooking. As water levels in the wells 

plummeted, they bored deeper. Those who could afford to bought drinking water from the 

growing number of private suppliers in the city. 

Through all of this, however, Metrowater officials exuded pride and confidence 

about their "handling" of the drought. They were, above all, proud of their achievements 

in public relations, evidenced in the fact that people were "understanding" of the 

organization's difficulties, and that customers still paid their dues despite the meager 

supplies. At the peak of the drought, Metrowater organized several Press Tours in which 

journalists were taken around the city and shown the efforts that the government had 

made to augment supply - including getting farmers in the north to sell water from their 

agricultural wells for treatment and supply to the city. I witnessed the careful planning 

for these Press Tours, and the elaborate courting of journalists with snacks and drinks on 

the tour and a banquet at the end. A senior government official in charge of municipal 

water supplies commented to me: 

We have actually been handling the situation here very well - especially during 
this last drought. We continued to supply water right through the crisis, at a very 
high cost to the government, in order to keep our image, to keep the public trust. 
The public relationship was handled very well: the public was kept in the picture 
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right through. There was a lot of cooperation from them, problems and 
difficulties were shared (#S2.1). 

This official was also proud of the government's success in recharging the 

aquifers in the basin of the Kortaliyar River in the north (see Mapl, Appendix D) by the 

construction of checkdams across the river. This aquifer had yielded a large proportion 

of the water supplied during the drought. 

So, you see, the organization was not on crutches through this crisis! We did not 
handle it like some typical government department, asking for more money, 
sinking more borewells, more pumps, etcetera. AND, I am very proud to say, we 
have got through all this without creating a single additional job. We have 
trimmed the labor force down a lot. (#S2.1) 

THE SOCIAL HISTORY OF A PIPE NETWORK 

A municipal water service is, like any other service, a relation among actors, a 

social exchange. Large engineering bureaucracies, however, are liable to conceive of and 

portray their services as structured primarily by natural principles such as gravity, slope 

and depth, or by the imperatives of science and engineering. Pressure, scale, size and 

distance take on the character of natural "givens" and are invoked to explain the limits, 

parameters and contingencies within which the service must operate. They are presented 

as universal and timeless imperatives, free of history. But, as Latour (1988) points out, 

the world of objects must be analytically desegregated from the world of people to 

apprehend the mutually interacting "social" in both domains. Rarely does this call ring 

more compellingly than in the landscapes of an engineered urban resource grid like an 

electricity network, a municipal water system or a road layout. Long processes of 

inscription on the landscape of social relations of power, rule, resistance and compromise 



come to us in the form of literally concrete realities - reservoirs, mains, distribution 

stations - that are putatively impersonal and fixed. As Mosse shows in his study of water 

as constituting rule in south India, topography and hydrology are often invoked to 

naturalize ruling ideas: "water flows have not only shaped social and political 

institutions, they have also legitimized them" (2003:4). 

Attending to the history of a system may offer one way of denaturalizing it. The 

first part of this chapter outlines the history of the water system in Chennai as one of 

progressive centralization and integration of water sources into the government-run 

monopoly grid in the name of continuous improvement. It also examines the beginnings 

of a scheme of social classification in the historical documents of the service. Following 

sections track the emergence of a reform agenda in the water service, starting with the 

formation of an autonomous Board. The chapter shows how reforms, aimed at 

transforming the organization into a commercial utility, have redeployed and 

strengthened these early systems of social classification. 

Until 1870, water in the city was obtained from a scattered collection of public 

wells, private shallow wells and a large number of tanks, many attached to temples, 

scattered around the city (MCRC 1997, CM 1955). A brochure issued in 1955 by the city 

corporation to mark the inauguration of an improvement to the system (CM 1955), 

describes the steps through which the system developed greater sophistication in 

targeting and distribution as it gradually established sovereignty over water supply in the 

city in the name of public health and welfare. According to this brochure, community 



tanks and wells were considered "unprotected" due to pollution from the subsoil and the 

lack of proper drainage. 

In 1870, under British rule, the first major effort to channel water to the city from 

the Kortalayar river and its tributaries was made. Large mains conveyed water to the 

Cholavaram and Red Hills reservoirs, thence to balancing tanks and to trunk and 

distribution mains in the city. In 1914, the system was redesigned on a zonal basis under 

"Mr. Madeley's Scheme," wherein the city was divided into seven zones, each fed by a 

principal main and several sub mains, determined by anticipated population over the next 

50 years as well as by the quantities of water and the desired levels of pressure to be 

maintained in different parts of the system. This scheme allowed a more targeted and 

calculated distribution which could "feed the areas which they were intended to serve," 

reducing the incidental and contingent nature of water access, and bringing it more under 

state control. "Since then various other improvements have been carried out from time to 

time to augment the source of supply and to ensure a better and more equitable 

distribution of water to meet the growing needs of the city" (CM 1957: 3). Through the 

1940s and 50s, as the city expanded its territory and brought new settlements under its 

jurisdiction, the system was extended, and where this was difficult, water was supplied in 

mobile units. By the 1950s an elaborate water network was in place, managed by the 

Corporation of Madras and serving a population of nearly one and a half million people 

over an area of more than 30 square miles, with 62,000 private house connections and 

over 4000 public fountains (see Map 2, Appendix E for an overview of the city's current 

distribution system). Over the same period and increasingly since, processes of urban 
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development, including large-scale government-sponsored construction on public lands, 

wetlands and marshes around the city, resulted in the disappearance of large numbers of 

tanks and water sources (Vaidyanathan n.d, nt#C27). The majority of temple tanks have 

fallen into disrepair and are no longer relied on for fresh water (Vaiyanathan n.d.). 

In 1978, Chennai's water service was radically restructured on the basis of a "pre-

investment" study sponsored by the World Health Organization (WHO) and the United 

Nations Development Program (UNDP). The study recommended integration of the 

scattered authorities that had jurisdiction over the service, and the formation of a single 

corporate body with "monopoly rights over water systems in its area of supply." 

(WHO/UNDP 1977: 5.50). This included a proposal to make people pay for water 

extracted from their private wells. The study also produced a Master Plan for water and 

sanitation services for the metropolitan area for a twenty-year period. The plan's major 

goal was to increase the operational efficiency of the system by mapping service 

connections, establishing better control over the distribution system through rehabilitation 

of the valves and joints, and metering all connections. 

How is a large engineering structure peopled? How are people conceived and 

discussed in these documents? A common strategy by which engineering models are 

naturalized is to make people invisible or invoke them only as abstractions. Even in 

documents aimed at the public, like the brochures produced by the city corporation on the 

occasions of inaugurations of new installations (see CM 1955, 1957, 1969), people 

appear only in abstract terms such as "the city" (as in "meeting the needs of the city"), 

"populations" (to be served), "growing demand," "the public", "consumers", "the 
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inhabitants of Madras." These generahzing terms produce a certain distancing. People 

function in these documents—in the form of a population distribution, for instance - as 

proxies for demand projection or as input data for design of the grid. It is a common 

practice for engineering feasibility studies, especially in public utilities, to start with 

notions of "consumer requirements:" for example, a water treatment plant is designed on 

the basis of the quantities and quality of water required. References to "high death rates 

due to Cholera and other bowel complaints" (CM 1955: 2) or "threats of water famine in 

the city" (ibid:5) make the urgent case for infrastructure improvements. In the abstract 

form of "citizens of Madras", people serve as the reference point, the justification for the 

agency's projects and endeavours: detailed reports on technical improvements to filters 

and conduits conclude with an abrupt reference to them: "... the benefits of better quality 

filtered water can be passed on immediately to the citizens of Madras" (CM 1957: 11). 

As de Certeau contends in his essay ''Walking the City" (2000), the totalizing 

view of planners, or the theoretical concept of the city is produced by being lifted high 

off the ground, out of the city's grasp, leaving behind the mass of wandering lifeways 

that inhabit its spaces. But what de Certeau and James Scott (1988) portray as the 

distanced view from above - the "God's eye view", the eye of the sovereign which 

produces the high-modernist logic of the grid - is in this case situated below the ground, 

in the monopolistic, integrated and state-controlled network of pipes that is the principal 

agent in the municipal water service. Grounded in this impersonal agent of flows, the 

water bureaucracy can then deny any human discretion in the working of "the system". 
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The discourse of "equitable distribution" pervades documents of the water system 

from its early days - in fact it is among the few frames in which people of the city are 

invoked at all in these documents. However, the concept remains rooted in a 

technological model of distribution, based on the size and disposition of pipes in the 

system and the disposition of people in relation to the pipes. Line pressure is the 

principal parameter through which distribution is conceived and discussed, and people 

are distinguished by their location within the pressure paradigm - as tail-end inhabitants 

or those residing close to overhead tanks. Pressures can be - and are - calibrated, and 

discrimination effected, through a variety of technological options such as changing the 

circumference of pipes, the location of valves, the depth at which interconnections are 

laid, the location of overhead tanks, or by installing boosters or other pumps. Some of 

these parameters are more readily manipulated than others. Yet these operations are 

rarely talked about, producing a representation of line pressure as a function of more 

distant and impersonal factors such as the amount of water available and the limitations 

of the pipe network. 

Thus, in general, the onus for operationalizing and achieving the goal of equitable 

distribution was placed on the hardware. The only terms in which the majority of 

engineers in this study could (or would) explain the concept to me was by reference to the 

new zoning system in the water grid which created 16 decentralized distribution zones 

radiating off the main system, with the aim of improving pressure to all parts of the 

system. In practice, this solution does not work as expected, as there is not enough water 

in the system. Still, the normative model and the official account is of a rational 



extension of the zonal distribution system based on city growth, population figures and 

categories of land use. 

Classificatory schemes for perceiving and addressing the public are insistently 

denied by engineers in Metrowater. Most of the field engineers in the study shied away 

from any suggestion that they actively allocated water on different principles to different 

populations. However, as later discussions will show, senior engineers admit that 

substantial expert discretion is used in water allocation (pp 56-58 in this chapter), and the 

impersonal paradigm of pressure is daily manipulated in the localized settings of the 

depots (see chapter 5). Metrowater's grid maps showing the distribution system in terms 

of an orderly arrangements of mains and service connections (see Maps in Appendices E 

and F) are a part of the ideological normalization of the social arrangements through 

which the water system operates. 

An urban distribution system does not lend itself easily to the kind of analysis that 

Mosse makes of tank irrigation in South India, wherein flows of water are part of the 

construction of social identities and where "the connections and interdependencies of 

hydrology interweave with those of caste-class and kinship, business and politics..." 

(2003: 4). The logics of urban planning, with its aspirations to modernist principles of 

order cleansed of caste and segmentary relations, demand different lenses of analysis. A 

historical study of the consonance between the social geographies of urban growth and 

the expansion of the water system would be a worthwhile study, but is beyond the scope 

of this investigation. Yet, the fact that large sections of North Madras, an old part of the 

city with high population densities, still has poor supply, while parts of Annanagar, a 
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newer development with lower population densities but a high proportion of "VIPs," 

often has a 24-hour supply, begs questions about how decisions are made regarding the 

location of overhead tanks and booster pumps, or the repair, renovation and maintenance 

of the system. 

The documents of the water service do contain an official system of 

categorization of the population. This system is based on types of residences (or types of 

connections). Early documents distinguish between private house connections (for 

residences with an annual property valuation of Rs.60 and above), metered connections 

(for commercial entities and residences with two or more taps) and public fountains. 

Residences valued at under Rs.60 are not eligible for private connection. This system of 

1 
classification, with some modifications, persists until the present as the only official 

statement of social structure in the water service. However, the distinction, especially that 

between private residential or metered connections and public fountains, turns out to be 

critical and starts to acquire greater force as the service grows. As early as the 1950s, a 

structuralist relation starts to form itself around this divide, with public fountains 

increasingly associated with slums and all their attendant problems, even as the 

government defines its obligations to these sections. In 1957, the city corporation noted: 

For meeting the needs of the people who do not have water taps in their houses 
and also of the floating population in the city, the Corporation has provided about 
4000 street taps or public fountains. These are mostly situated in unimportant 
streets and by-lanes and also in slum areas... There is a great demand for the 
erection of more public fountains to meet the needs of the poorer classes of people 
in the city..." (CM 1957: 39-40, emphases added). 

The current categories of classification are; domestic (largely unmetered), commercial (water-intensive 
and non water-intensive (these are metered connections), institutional and municipal bulk supply (public 
fountains). 
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As public fountains became physically and discursively located in "unimportant 

streets," they began to constitute a part of the service that presents increasing difficulties 

for the organization. The discourse of the slums was established very early in Madras: in 

1932 the Administration Report of the Corporation of Madras declared: 

A large number of the floating population in the City of Madras, many of whom 
are beggars, have no houses and live in the streets and other public places. These 
people, without contributing anything to the public revenues take advantage of the 
municipal water supply and other public conveniences provided by the 
Corporation" (CM AR 31-32: 1). 

In 1977, the pre-investment consultancy studies that led to the formation of the 

Metrowater Board (see pp. 16-20 below) echoed this perspective; 

The one-third of the population living in slums contribute to the Madras 
Municipal Corporation's costs but contribute very little to municipal revenues" 
(OMF 1977: 5-17). 

The Tamil Nadu Slum Clearance Act (1971) aimed to eliminate slums on the 

grounds that they were "a danger for public health, safety and convenience." However, 

their continued proliferation in the city'"^ has brought the discourse of danger and 

inconvenience to the persons who reside in them. This discourse is rooted in the tradition 

of high modernism in which order is an economic, aesthetic and moral/civilizational 

value. One of its high priests, the architect Le Corbusier, portrayed the slums of Paris as 

both shabby and reflective of the debris of history polluting the visions of the future. 

They were "history, historic and tubercular Paris" and their residents were equally 

deplorable: 

The slum population in Chennai today is estimated at over a million, around 25 percent of the city's 
population (Chandramouli 2003). 
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How many of those five million [migrants from the countryside] are simply a 
dead weight on the city, an obstacle, a black clot of misery, of failure, of human 
garbage?" (Le Corbusier 1964: 138). 

By 1961, city planners in Chennai were already counting on the imminent 

extinction of unauthorized settlements in the city; "If the schemes submitted to 

Government are sanctioned and executed, the City Roads will be clear of pavement 

dwellers" (CM AR 1960-61 :vii). In 1977, the Master Plan for Water and Sanitation, 

making projections for the period up to 1991, eliminates public fountains from the plan. 

This is justified under the section "Development Assumptions", in which the first 

assumption is that "The slum population will decrease gradually and will be entirely 

rehoused by 1992" (WHOAJNDP 1977: 8-58). The wishful thinking that counts on the 

disappearance of slums through successful urban planning continues into the recent past. 

The updated Master Plan of 1991 projects per capita water supply to the slum population 

as remaining constant at 60 Ipcd. (liters per capita daily) between 1991 and 2021, while 

the projected allocations for mainstream connections increase substantially (see Table 1). 

Once more, the assumption was that "The Slum population within the city would remain 

constant in view of slum clearance programs" (Second Master Plan 1991: 31). While the 

study targeted a standard per capita water allocation of 125 liters daily, the per capita 

supply of 60 liters/day to slums was "considered reasonable" as it was supplied through 

standpipes. 
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Table 1: Targeted water requirements for various consumer categories, 1991 to 
2021. In litres/capita/day (Ipcd) and million litres/day (mid). 

1991 2001 2011 2021 
Prime residential. Ipcd, (mid) 125 (328) 130 (449) 136 (582) 143 (731) 
Mixed residential. Ipcd, (mid) 88 (45) 102 (62) 117(83) 133(107) 
Commercial. Ipcd, (mid) 88 (5) 102 (5) 117(6) 133 (7) 
Slums. Lpcd, (mid) 60 (61) 60 (61) 60 (61) 60 (61) 

Source: MMWSSB Second Master Plan, 1991 

The current estimates of water supplied to slums through standpipes and other 

means is around 30-40 Ipcd (from interviews with Metrowater engineers). Thus the 

continual official discourse of the elimination of slums produces performative effects that 

relegate them to the margins of the service. As later sections of this dissertation will 

show, service to the slums remains at the core of the tensions produced by reforms, 

between the government's reliance on the masses of urban poor as a core political 

constituency, the unstated tendency of the water bureaucracy to ensure that slums receive 

water, and the thrust of reform to remove free services from the ambit of the water utility. 

METROWATER: AN ACTIVELY REFORMING UTILITY 

Commercializing the organization has been very much on stream for more than 
ten years now: Metrowater has been functioning not like a government 
department but like a company for a while now! (A senior official in the water 
sector in Chennai, nt # S2.1) 

Chennai's water and sanitation board, Metrowater, is, by all accounts, among the 

most successful water utilities in India. This is acknowledged by its critics, confessed by 

its junior staff even in their most bitter moments, and shines through its reports and 



80 

public presentations. Even the World Bank comments on Metrowater's progress in 

achieving the principles of best practice widely held for water utilities around the world. 

In contrast to the general pattern of huge deficits and government subsidy in public sector 

utilities, Metrowater is acknowledged to be a financially strong and viable organization: 

by 2001, it reported a surplus on its revenue account for the eighth continuous year, and 

had been operating without State government grants for over six years. Its capable 

performance allowed it to take over the running of water and sewerage systems for 

housing projects run by the Housing Board, the Municipal Development Authority and 

the Slum Clearance Board. New townships and small municipalities on the edges of the 

city rely on Metrowater for technical guidance and/or contract with it to run their water 

and drainage systems. Having acquired a reputation for finishing construction projects 

on time and avoiding the typical cost and time overruns, the organization is being 

entrusted with construction projects outside the city. 

Over the last decade, Metrowater has streamlined operations, frozen hires, 

instituted audits in a wide range of operational sectors, expanded its network and 

coverage to more parts of the city, modernized many of its systems, contracted out many 

components, and stayed on track with the Master Plan. It has made steady improvements 

in its revenue collections and has become creditworthy in its own right (i.e. independent 

of government guarantees), as testified to by infrastructure lending institutions in the city. 

A senior executive of one of these lenders dubbed it "a damned good borrower" (nt 

#C23) 
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By 2001, the organization was investing vigorously in capital projects to expand 

and upgrade the water and sanitation infrastructure, following the (updated) Master Plan 

of 1991 that had projected infrastructure needs until 2011. The Second Chennai Project, 

started in 1996, funded primarily by a World Bank loan supplemented by domestic 

sources of finance'^, focused on the restructuring of the distribution system as well on 

repair and renewal of old or damaged pipes, valves, joints and house service connections, 

and the detection and repair of leaks. Major investments were being made to augment 

water supply to the city through transfers from new sources'^. An independent consultant 

study funded by the UK government's Department of International Development (DFK)) 

concluded in 2000 that the organization had made siginificant technical advances in the 

preceding decade and had laid the foundations for achieving, "with the application of 

suitable strategies, a far higher level of customer service in the upcoming five years" 

(KPMG 2000:8). 

The agency has become, in many ways, a national leader in the sector. Individual 

bureaus in the state sector often derive their prestige from their relationships with 

important donors such as the World Bank, and from the numbers and volumes of the 

projects they handle. In Metrowater, these relationships and projects generated a lot of 

motivation: it was not uncommon to find senior engineers at the Head Office still busy at 

Domestic financers included national and State agencies such as the Housing and Urban Development 
Corporation (HUDCO), and the Urban Finance and Infrastructure Development Corporation Ltd 
(TUFIDCO) of the Government of Tamil Nadu. 

Water was being transported from the Chembarambakkam irrigation tank on the south-western edges of 
the Chennai Metropolitan Area, and from several new wells dug in the wellfields to the north. See Mapof 
water sources. Appendix D. 



7 or 8 p.m. or later. Part of this motivation derived from the drought situation, which lent 

a somewhat dramatic atmosphere of crisis mitigation and extreme relevance, at least for a 

while. 

Metrowater's management of the recurring and intensifying cycles of drought 

won it a pat on the back from the World Bank in 2000. The Bank was particularly 

impressed by the fact that in the drought of 1998-99 there had been "no significant 

decrease in supply to industrial and commercial consumers, which explains the limited 

negative impact of the drought on Metrowater's financial position in FY 1999-2000" 

(CMWSSB Annual Report 1999-2000: 47). The organization spent only Rs. 184 million 

on drought-related expenditures in 1999-2000 as compared to Rs. 489 million in 1993, 

and had maintained undisturbed progress on construction works through the drought. By 

2000, the agency had created a Drought Fund to reduce its dependence on State 

government grants. Through the severe drought of 2001-02, it maintained a daily supply 

of water averaging 250 million liters daily, in contrast to previous droughts, when much 

lower quantities of water were supplied on alternate days. The agency has also embarked 

on a massive campaign to propagate groundwater recharge through rainwater harvesting 

in city residences and commercial buildings, and claimed to be the first utility in the 

country to have made rainwater harvesting mandatory in all new properties in the city. 

Metrowater was clearly an actively reforming organization. Through the ongoing 

crises of water shortages, it exuded a public image of vigor, optimism and dynamism that 

influenced the self-image of even the most harassed, demoralized and cynical of junior 

staff in the field. The remainder of this chapter outlines the context, provenance and 
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character of reforms in the organization, demonstrating how the reforms fit a hegemonic 

model of global "best practice" in running infrastructure utilities. The chapter outlines 

some of the effects that are produced by these reforms, including the ways that meanings 

are conscribed (e.g. "institutional strength" now refers to success in commercializing 

operations), the organizational culture is transformed (audit and finance now dominate 

over engineering), and subsidized components of the service are progressively 

marginalized. 

What are the reforms and when did they begin? Responses to these questions 

were closely linked: the periodization of reforms depended on how they were defined, 

which in turn varied significantly within the organization. One common periodization 

that emerged in the ethnography centered in the years around 1997: "around five years 

ago," "late 1990s," "after 1995." This period was apparently marked in the minds and 

memories of agency staff as a time of transformation, of shifts in pace and energy. 

Annual Reports and agency documents since around 1997 carry a language of newness 

and change; "paradigm shifts," "reorganization," "reengineering," "transformation." 

Terms like "transparency," "competition" and "partnership" appear for the first time in 

these documents. 

Two distinct sets of changes were most commonly identified as "reform" in the 

organization, and they seemed to fall out along the axis of senior/middle level engineers 

and managers on the one hand, and field level engineers and staff on the other. At the 

headquarters and among the senior cadres of officials, the cluster of changes termed 

"public communication" were most commonly mentioned when I asked about reform. In 



the field, although engineers discussed these changes when I mentioned them, the most 

important "reforms" were the technical improvements in infrastructure that had been 

implemented under the Second Chennai Project. There also seemed to be a hierarchy of 

awareness about reforms; higher officials were able to speak about them in a much more 

coherent and fluent way than junior engineers. 

A closer look revealed that most of the elements that were mentioned as new 

"since the mid-90s" had in fact been around for 25 years. While some new procedures, 

new desks and designations had appeared in the 1990s, the larger framework and 

orientation of these changes, both in "public communication" and in technical 

modernization, had been set in 1978. The periodization that the initial ethnographic work 

suggested then, turned out to be a somewhat superficial one, relating to an atmosphere of 

change, mostly produced by the personalities and leadership styles of a couple of senior 

executives and officials that had served in the 1990s. 

I argue that the fundamental reforms - that contextualized these changes in 

leadership styles and ethos - were related to transforming the organization from a 

municipal water service into a commercially viable public utility with a sound financial 

base, built on principles of full cost recovery, management disciplines and a consumer-

oriented service ethic. As the Annual Report of 1998-99 puts it, "The Board is moving 

forward to reach a status of demand driven consumer oriented service provider" (AR 

1998-99; 51). The grounds for this trajectory of change were laid in the definitive 

moment of the formation of the "progressive" corporate-style Board in 1978. 
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Depoliticizing Water: The Creation of an Autonomous Board 

How does municipal drinking water, traditionally the domain of local self-

government, a field of struggle between local bureaucracy, city councilors and their 

constituencies, become shaped and steered by a global regime of discipline? In 

Metrowater's case, the process was set in motion twenty five years ago, with the 

formation of the Board as an autonomous statutory body, removed from the jurisdiction 

of the Municipal Corporation and placed directly under a department of the State 

government. Thus, a divorce from local government was written into the constitution of 

the new organization. The Madras Metropolitan Water Supply and Sewerage Board 

(MMWSSB) was created as the result of a major pre-investment study commissioned by 

the Government of Tamilnadu (GTN) and sponsored by WHO and UNDP in 1976. This 

study was provoked by the growing population and infrastructure needs of the city. The 

study had two parts: an engineering component which resulted in a 20-year Master Plan 

for water and sanitation services for the metropolitan area, and a component on 

Organization, Management and Finance (OMF), carried out by the multinational 

accountancy firm A. F. Ferguson in partnership with a British firm. The key 

recommendation of the latter study was the establishment of a new autonomous board 

that would integrate under it the various components of the city's water service. The Bill 

that would give statutory basis to the proposed Board was drafted by the consultants, 

introduced in the state legislature in January of 1978, approved in April, and enacted in 

June. Thus the birth of the organization was engineered largely by foreign consultants 

and ad hoc directors of the Board appointed by the State government. The new 



87 

organization was oriented from the start to international best practice as outlined by the 

multinational consultants. Fiscal imperatives were stressed from the start, and provided 

legitimation for all change. The restructured "finance function" was to be "responsible 

for guiding the new Board through a difficult period" (OMF Final Report 1977: 8.35). 

The primary motive of this institutional innovation was autonomy, in particular 

financial autonomy and flexibility; the power to manage, independently obtain, and 

invest funds, to set tariffs, and to contract with private parties. Also envisaged was 

substantial "managerial autonomy, giving independence from short-term influences on its 

policy and finances" (ibid: 5.50). The pre-investment study felt that the municipal 

corporation lacked a convincing image with creditors: "the Corporation would have 

considerable difficulty convincing the financial institutions that it was the most suitable 

borrower of funds for the scale of expansion envisaged" (OMF Interim Report 1977: 

5.47). The gendered character of the reforms is best captured in its own language - the 

study foresaw the creation of an "efficient and virile service," the core of which would be 

a staff "with the capacities and aptitudes needed to carry out the various duties of an 

expanding and modem water and sewerage undertaking" (ibid: 11.14, emphasis added). 

Many of the staff from the relevant departments of the municipal corporation 

were inducted into the new utility. Extensive training of staff was envisaged; an expert 

was sent from the UK to identify organizational needs, and the consultancy document 

proposed that an expatriate training expert should set up a training school for technical 

upgrading of engineers. Professionalism was envisaged from the start. Excellence in 



management and a strongly coordinated internal structure were seen as the answers to the 

"massive and arduous tasks" of revamping the water service (OMF Final Report: 5.6). 

The study recommended the formation of a Public Relations Committee and the 

launching of a "full-scale public relations campaign to inform the population, 

businessmen and industries of... the reasons for change, the aims of the new 

organization, [etc.]" (OMF Interim Report: 5.64). The role of the PR committee is seen 

as primarily educational and of "attuning people to accepting that water is becoming a 

scarce and expensive commodity, thus providing a receptive climate for the acceptance of 

inevitably higher tariffs..." (ibid: 8-39). The campaign was also meant to prepare people 

to accept disciplinary cut-off action for non-payment. In addition, "The public relations 

campaign should also address itself to educating the poorer elements of the population..." 

(ibid: 5.64). 

The documents proposing and outlining the structural details of this new Board 

carry a celebratory tone: the creation of the Board is portrayed as an achievement of no 

small measure, a highly progressive step in the movement toward excellence in the water 

and drainage sector. Sundaram'^, a retired senior engineer who played an active role in 

these developments, and served as a historian of the organization for my research, 

identifies this event as an important first step in the trajectory of reforms in Metrowater. 

MW has been under a process of reform, not just for the past 10 years, but for 25 
years. That was how the Board got formed. The process started in 1976 (nt # 
C25.1) 

All names of informants in this study are pseudonyms. 



From its inception, then, Metrowater was created to stand apart. The pre-

investment study, after weighing the option of reforming existing organizations in the 

water sector rather than creating a new organization, recommended the latter expressly 

because a new organization "would be able to start without any history of unfulfilled past 

objectives." (OMF Interim Report: 5.45). Purging the organization of history, then, was 

part of the reforms. In the document's emphasis on integrating all components of the 

hitherto scattered and fragmented water and drainage service into a coordinated, 

autonomous body, there are overtones of purifying the service, carving out its jurisdiction 

carefully, and removing its entanglements with its progenitors The vesting date is a 

clearly marked event, timed to fulfill "the considerable amount of enthusiasm generated 

among the employees, and... the expectations of the public" (OMF Final Report:8.3) 

The immediate upshot of the formation of the Board was the interest of the World 

Bank. In fact, the World Bank was already active in the wings before the organization 

was set up - the terms of reference for the pre-investment study already required that its 

financial analysis "follow the requirements of the IBRD [World Bank] for appraisal of 

such projects" (OMF Interim Report; 1.5). The draft report of the study and the draft 

legislation for the formation of the Board were submitted to the Bank as well as to the 

sponsors of the study (WHO, UNDP and the Government of Tamil Nadu). This 

institutional transformation initiated the flow of funds for the organization, a flow that 

has continued ever since. As Sundaram recalls. 

Even at the time of finalization of this Master Plan some aspects were picked up 
by World Bank for funding - the first time an international agency funds a project 
before the document is even complete! ... So what was a pre-investment study 
turned into a set of proposals for funding - a milestone in the development of the 
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Board, wherein it crossed two stages in one step: one, the move from the city 
corporation to the Board, and two, the move of attracting the interest of funding 
agencies, (nt # C25.1) 

This moment of formation, then, brought Metrowater, directly and indirectly, into 

line with the orthodoxy of infrastructure sector reforms that was emerging in World-Bank 

funded projects since the mid-1970s, culminating in the Bank's influential report entitled 

Infrastructure for Development (World Development Report 1994). This report, 

presenting a generalized picture of infrastructure utilities across the Third World, outlines 

their failure under hitherto predominantly state-run regimes, and establishes that these 

failures are located in the institutional arena, more than in economic, technological or 

even financial aspects. It argues that in Third World countries in general, infrastructure 

sectors have focused on investment at the expense of maintenance, have built enormous 

and expensive systems that run under capacity and cause a significant waste of resources, 

are inefficient and overstaffed, yet employ inappropriate capital-intensive technologies 

instead of labor-intensive options. Much of the problem, it argues, is that decisions are 

made on the basis of political expediency rather than sound utility-management 

principles. 

The report acknowledges that solutions to these problems may be diverse in form 

and detail, but it insists that there are three clear and unambiguous principles that must 

guide any solution. These are: corporatization, which "establishes the quasi-

independence of public entities and insulates infrastructure enterprises from 

noncommercial pressures and constraints," contracts between governments and private 

entities, which "increase autonomy and accountability...," and a pricing strategy 
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"designed to ensure cost recovery, which creates a desirable form of financial 

independence for public utilities..(World Bank 1994:37). Thus, managerial and 

financial autonomy, in effect autonomy from the political ("non-commercial") sphere is 

the key, in the World Bank's view, to effectively running government utilities. The role 

of government in this scheme is regulatory, limited to setting policies and goals. Running 

the utility on commercial principles was, and remains, the single most important 

prescription of the World Bank's "Infrastructure for Development" program. 

Recent phases of reforms have expanded and intensified these basic principles of 

corporatization, commercialization and privatization. While Metrowater was an early 

reformer in India, by the late 1990s these thrusts had become part of the national 

discourse of reform in the water sector. The Eighth Five Year Plan (1992-97) of the 

Government of India outlined a key principle for the sector: water being managed as a 

commodity and not a free service. This thrust was carried over into the Ninth Plan (1997-

2002). A workshop for ministers of water departments from different States in India was 

convened by the Water and Sanitation Program'^ in December 1999. The Proceedings, 

entitled Politicians For Reform (WSP 1999), laid out the principles on which the 

participants had "reached agreement." They were, among others: adopting demand-

responsive approaches; changing the role of the Government from provider to facilitator; 

and establishing the financial viability of services. 

Another stream of emergent global orthodoxy influencing the character of the 

reforms in Metrowater, and converging with the World Bank-led orthodoxies outlined 

The WSP is an international partnership convened by Western governments, the World Bank and the 
United Nations Development Program. 
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above, is that of the New Public Management (NPM). This "movement," as many term 

it, has gained worldwide ascendance since the late 1980s, as the dominant mode and 

format for public sector reform, subsuming national or local political and administrative 

histories and styles under a universal orthodoxy of public administration. NPM is closely 

implicated in the global agenda of trimming and privatizating state roles, and attempts to 

apply rational choice-based organizational theory, that has proved successful in running 

businesses and private firms, to state-sector organizations. Its roots are traced to the 

Reagan-Thatcher political agendas of the New Right, yet the movement has found favor 

with many reforming Labor and social-democratic governments in the West (Hood 

2001). Hood identifies the origins of NPM in a marriage of opposites. One parent stream 

of thought, he argues, is the New Institutional Economics movement that emerged in the 

1980s, based on rational choice theory and on ideas of contestability, user choice and 

incentive structures. The other is the most recent trend in the long tradition of scientific 

management movements in the public sector (of which Taylorism and Fordism were 

part), that purveyed a concept of "professional management" as a portable package of 

techniques that could be applied across different types of organizations. These 

management techniques, like the disciplines of audit and the mechanical routines of 

public accountabihty outlined earlier in this dissertation (see chapter 1), were designed to 

rein in the wayward discretionary powers of technical experts. 

The core doctrines and programs of the New Public Management include: 1. 

Professional management in the public sector, the deployment of active and direct "free 

to manage" authority by clearly identified executives, in contrast to the lumbering 
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organizational labyrinths through which authority is diffused in "old style" bureaucratic 

management. 2. Management through quantification, requiring clearly identified and 

measurable goals, targets and indicators. This approach focuses on outputs and 

performance rather than on procedures. 3. "Unbundling" - disaggregating functions into 

"manageable" corporatized units. 4. The application of private-sector style incentive 

tools, including retrenchment, for staff, PR techniques in consumer relations, and 

contractual mechanisms for accountability to clients. 5. A focus on efficiency, defined as 

cost-effectiveness and achieved through austerity and discipline in spending, 

supplemented by the use of market tools for enhancing efficiency, such as competition 

and contracts (Hood 2001). Thus NPM represents not so much a move away from the 

public service ethic, but a restatement of the ethic in the light of a competitive polity of 

multiple "stakeholders" and a reevaluation of the means for achieving it. Like the 

technologies of the audit culture, NPM presents itself as apolitical - an instrumental 

framework, making possible the effective fulfillment of a wide range of policy and 

political goals. Discussions below will demonstrate how these principles underpin the 

discourses and directions of reform in Metrowater, but first I trace discourses of the 

provenance of reforms in the agency. 

Organizing Ownership of the Reforms 

Senior Metrowater engineers had a wide range of perspectives on the provenance 

of the reforms. This diversity of perspectives provided insights into the somewhat patchy 

and incomplete process through which local ownership of reforms was discursively 
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produced in the agency. When I asked a middle level engineer, Pradeep, whether he 

thought the reforms originated in the organization or were imposed from outside, he 

replied: 

The state is bringing these reforms, they are not imposed! Yes, funding agencies 
require them because we have taken a lot of loans from them and they want to be 
sure that their loans are repaid and that the public will benefit... (But) my 
perception is that reforms were necessary. ... Services run by the state 
traditionally have been subject to a lot of direct recruitments, pushed by 
politicians. Politicians simply want to provide jobs to a lot of people, even if they 
are unnecessary. Bureaucrats would never do such things. So we have an 
unnecessarily large staff, (nt # Mt 1.1). 

To this engineer, the reforms were about the significant thinning of the 

organization's workforce as a result of the freeze on recruitments and privatization.'^ But 

his diagnosis of the reforms as driven by internal organizational imperatives was affirmed 

by Gopalan, a retired senior engineer from Metrowater: 

The drive for reform came from within. Metrowater is a statutory authority. One 
of the reasons for its establishment was that the municipal authority had 
limitations on funds - it was totally dependent on the [State] government and 
totally funded by grants, there was no thought of self-sufficiency. With the 
growth of the city, the municipal authority was finding it difficult to expand 
services. So the government felt the need to look at the situation from a future 
perspective, it came out with a Master Plan for which it got funding from the 
WHO and UNDP in 1978. This report recommended a separate entity for water 
management... So it was not the World Bank that recommended the formation of 
a Board, this was the process. The pre-investment study resulted in the Master 
Plan. World Bank had not entered at that time (nt #C30.1). 

" Since the recruitment freeze in 1988, there has been a steady reduction in staff strength in the agency — 
from 7,500 in 1993 to 5,800 in 1998. Less than 200 of the reduced staff were engineers; by far the largest 
losses were in the labor category. Large numbers of laborers were persuaded to accept Voluntary 
Retirement Schemes (VRS). 
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However, Sundaram, who had been involved with the studies that created the 

Board portrayed the reforms as a dialogic achievement, arising from the need for funding 

as well as the need for change; 

Reform was both internally and externally driven - external interest came from 
the pre-investment studies that were really internal documents, or internally 
motivated. The credit for these pre-investment studies goes to a couple of 
bureaucrats from the state government. 

A funding agency like the WB would like to invest in a program which is self-
sustaining, which arises only when the organization has financial autonomy. 
Before that water was funded as any government program: it was a developmental 
program, one among many priorities of the state government. Two point five 
paise of the rupee were allocated to this purpose, but this was not made on the 
basis of demand, but of resources available. 

The Master Plan laid out the demand, the funds needed to meet it and suggested 
how, by raising tariff, this could be repaid. It introduced the concept that 
Metrowater could borrow and repay from tariff. This was very important because 
Metro was one of the first among utilities in this country to think in terms of 
financial autonomy. (nt#C25.1). 

A former head of Metrowater, Rajesh, who had been a moving force behind the 

reforms, acknowledged that there was "an element of imposition" from the World Bank, 

but no direct conditionality other than the requirement that the loan be repaid out of 

revenue generated from the service. 

Internally, at the same time, we felt the need to cut costs, make operations more 
sustainable, generate more revenue. So we got the whole thing commercially 
assessed, and identified the amount we needed to generate. We started going to 
financial institutions on our own strength, without government guarantee, in fact 
we made it a condition that they finance us on our own strength. 

However, another senior engineer in the organization saw the reforms as having 

entered directly via the funding relationship. He opened his comments to me with the 

following; 
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I don't think a government department can reform itself. Government 
departments cannot simply change from within. There are IAS [Indian 
Administrative Services] officers, some of them may have some good ideas, but 
they cannot bring about any dramatic changes. So there has been association with 
the World Bank, which has been responsible for some of the changes. 

Then there have been some dynamic officials. And also, with things like 
privatization, that came about because of the freeze on recruitment. It was 
generally felt that Metrowater was overstaffed. The World Bank has indicators 
for measuring productivity and Metrowater was found to be heavy on staff by 
those measures. Also, in 1990/91, there had been mass recruitments of Assistant 
Engineers and the process had been so full of political pressures and pulls, it made 
so many people unhappy, it was difficult to feel that you could get the right 
people for the job. So they began to feel that the way out of all this was to start 
giving more work out on contract. This is not the only option. There are other 
alternatives - this is only the least difficult one. We can give the entire utility out 
on concession contract, this has been done in so many countries. 

So, reform is not something that can happen on its own, it has to be present in the 
country, in the society, there has to be a climate. No one organization can simply 
decide to reform itself. I think it is a combination of things: the time was right, 
when Narasimha Rao and Manmohan Singh^° took it on - it was not just the 
World Bank. No one agency can bring it about, (nt #Mh6.1). 

Mahesh, one of the few senior engineers who were openly critical of the direction 

of the reforms also attributed them to the relationship with donors. He said: 

Reforms must be seen in a larger context - when you say you are looking at 
reforms in Metrowater, you have to recognize that they did not originate within 
Metrowater. They have not been internally generated, they were imposed. 

Interviewer: By whom? 

Official: That is for you to figure out. Starting from the financial crisis in 1991^', 
where we had to go to international lending agencies for support, we have been 
implementing these reforms. Why do we need this assistance? We have our own 

^ He is referring here to the Prime Minister and Finance Minister respectively, of the Congress government 
that was in power at the national level in 1991 when India adopted economic reforms as part of the 
Stabilization Loan it received from the International Monetary Fund (IMF), followed by a Structural 
Adjustment Loan from the World Bank. 

Mahesh is also referring to the national economic reforms initiated in 1991 - see footnote 8. Clearly, he 
sees the reforms in Metrowater as a part of this larger complex of reforms. 
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infrastructure, the materials, manpower, technical expertise, all these are ours, 
what do we need external assistance for? 

Part of the reforms are about institutional reengineering. It used to be taken for 
granted that the state serves the poor. Now they want to change that - tariff 
revision is part of that. To pay for the increased investment. Metrowater's 
expenditure has increased from 20 or 30 crores^^ at the start of the Board, to 
several thousands of crores now. They had to go to foreign lenders, who then 
imposed this organizational re-engineering. All the reforms you are talking about 
- public communications, public grievance redressal, etcetera — all start from that 
point. 

But to the majority of engineers, the separation of Metrowater from the City 

Corporation, whatever the motivation for the move, spelled a distinct improvement in the 

service. One engineer said: 

The separation was done mainly because of the World Bank loan, they would not 
give a loan to the Corporation. But an important reason was also that the service 
would improve if separated out. In the Corporation, four departments are under 
one guy: roads, conservancy, health, and water and drainage. There has been a 
definite improvement in efficiency since the separation - more concentration on 
the work. We are now Number One in the country in public service - this was 
stated by the World Bank team! Overall there have been a lot of improvements 
since the 1980s - better pipes, modernization of pumping stations, and so on. (nt 
#Md 10.1). 

Pradeep explained the formation of the Board as an attempt to break out of "the 

government bureaucracy" and get closer to the people. 

Our system of bureaucracy was inherited from the British colonial system. It is a 
hangover of the British administrative system built on mistrust, and therefore 
having a system of checks and balances. Two to three decades later, it was found 
that this system was not helpful, particularly for the service sector, for situations 
of direct contact. From past experience it was found that the rules and regulations 
in government were too much. Becoming a Board made it easier to serve the 
public. There was no need to get approval from government for everything. The 

A crore is a unit in a traditional number system used in India, and equals ten million. 
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Board was vested with all powers. Only, now we face more financial challenges. 
(nt#Mtl.2) 

The provenance of reforms - the question of whether they were a part of loan 

conditionalities or not, seemed to be important to people outside the organization too. A 

senior executive of a financial organization that lends to infrastructure utilities was 

careful to make this distinction: 

Metrowater may be doing many of the things that are, within quotes, reform, like 
concession, outsourcing, management reforms, and talking about tariff hikes, but 
none of them are really World Bank-inspired. 

The Bank's country strategy for India is to get the private sector to run water 
supply. That is the agenda. Now, they were hoping Metrowater would go for a 
third loan, i.e. the Third Chennai Project, and then they would push this as an 
agenda. Already they have a Twinning Agreement with Vivendi and hope to take 
the Twinning Agreement forward into a management type of contract - this 
would be their expectation, but all of a sudden, Chennai Metro just didn't need 
Third Chennai from the World Bank! Because they got a 600 crore grant from the 
Government of India for cleaning up the city's sewage under the National River 
Action Plan. 

So — the point I'm trying to make is, that whatever reforms - as defined in the 
World Bank's sense of privatization of water supply, which is their country and 
sector strategy in India - is not going to take place, number one. And it is not 
going to be linked to a Bank loan -1 mean the loan is not going to come through, 
nor has the privatization come in the way the Bank would expect it, in terms of 
people like you and me in Madras being served by a private sector operator. 

The varied perspectives within the organization on the role of conditionality in 

bringing about reforms was, I discovered, in some measure due to a process of 

negotiation between the Board and the Bank that produced the hegemonic agreement on 

Metrowater as a commercial entity. This process of negotiation was at least partly 

textual. A study of the documentary history of the organization reveals a process of 



organizing local "ownership" of the reforms. For example, the World Bank in early 

documents repeatedly mentions "two items that are critical to satisfying the conditions of 

appraisal and negotiations", namely a commitment by the Government of Tamil Nadu 

and Metrowater to a policy of full cost recovery, and legislation on ground water 

regulation. The clear conditionality of the above statement is then followed by the 

language of shared agreement. "Discussions were held with the GTN (Government of 

Tamil Nadu) and the Metroboard and an understanding was achieved of the importance 

of these measures and the reason for them" (WB AM#1 1985; 2, emphasis added). Later 

in the document, the Bank demands that "Metrowater's proposals for reform should be 

completed by the time of appraisal so that the Bank may review it at that time" (ibid:.5). 

Studying the documents of the Board revealed the extent to which the 

organization had been steadily shaped by World Bank orthodoxies over the years since its 

inception. The World Bank's Aide Memoires, Staff Appraisal Reports and other official 

commentaries on Metrowater find their reflections, responses, echoes in Metrowater's 

own documents. The Aide Memoires (written by World Bank missions to Metrowater) in 

turn reflect the World Bank's more foundational document, the Infrastructure for 

Development Report (WB 1994). The recommendations and analyses of the Aide 

Memoires are clearly based on this report: for me, reading the Infrastructure for 

Development Report was like reading a policy manual for reforms in Metrowater - the 

discourse and actions of the latter adhered so closely to the diagnoses and prescriptions 

laid out in the former. The Aide Memoires of World Bank missions to Chennai, then. 
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simply reflected technology transfers of institutional best practice - very little in them 

was locally generated. 

The basic discursive thrusts of reform in Metrowater - commercialization, 

competition and "stakeholder involvement" - were set by the conditions of its formation 

over 25 years ago. The recent reforms of the 1990s are simply extensions and 

elaborations of the first major move. As Pradeep commented, 

The first set were macro-improvements, the new changes are micro. They are 
more in-depth reforms, more operational. For example, five to six years back the 
bill collector went to people's houses, now the Board feels the employment of 
these guys costs a lot, so they defined it as the duty of citizens to go and pay their 
bills. An awakening has been created in the public, that payment of water tax is 
necessary. Another example: if you have a sewer block and approach your local 
Metrowater office to get it fixed, they will first check if your taxes and charges 
have been paid in full, (nt# Mt 1.2) 

Projects of Commodiflcation and Commercialization 

Like the commercialization of a govemment service, the commodification of 

water is not instantly accomplished. Not only does it pose complex economic and legal 

23 challenges , it also calls for extraordinarily detailed work in the domains of discourse, 

language and daily practice. Water in India and in Tamilnadu, as in many places around 

the world, is a highly symbolic material, surrounded by thick systems of social and 

religious meaning, and located in rituals of gifting, exchange (Shiva 2002) and rule 

(Mosse 2001, Espeland 1998). Vandana Shiva claims that one aspect of the "water wars" 

raging around the globe is the "paradigm war" - a conflict over how water is perceived. 

^ In legal and economic terms, water remains notoriously hard to commoditize. Developing water markets 
is a challenging proposition due to 1. difficulties in defining tradeable property rights in water; 2. its 
character as a non-exclusive resource in piped systems (i.e. it is difficult to exclude individuals once they 
have enetered the system), and 3. difficulties in pricing water (see Moench and Janakaraj). 
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valued and treated. "The culture of commodification is at war with diverse cultures of 

sharing, of receiving and giving water as a free gift"(Shiva 2002: x). 

In a state water management service, the process of commodifying water proceeds 

concomitantly with — and through - the processes of transformation of the service itself. 

Two major projects are implicated in these processes: 1. the centering of financial and 

management disciplines modeled on commercial organizations as the core of 

"institutional strengthening" efforts, and 2. the creation of consumers from citizens, 

involving tariff reform and a thrust on full cost recovery from users. As a senior engineer 

in Metrowater put it, 

Commercialization is occurring at the instigation of the World Bank, and is 
forcing us to streamline. Part of this is the process of metering consumers to 
make them pay more for water. The aim is to meet all debt service, operations 
costs, and make a marginal surplus (nt #Mh6.1) 

Both commodification of water and commercialization of the service involved 

sustained efforts over the 25 year period since the organization was formed - efforts that 

were discemable in policy documents and project proposals as well as in the discourses 

of senior agency officials. Discursive changes were systematically produced at the levels 

of language, nomenclature and titling, producing new terminologies that carried new 

meanings and defined new practices, revaluing types of knowledge and realigning 

professional authority within the organization. This section traces some of these efforts to 

reframe organizational goals and practices. 

The central thrust of reforms in Metrowater, since its inception, was on 

"institutional strengthening." Early World Bank Aide Memoires consistently 
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foregrounded the "component on institutional strengthening" is as one of the items on the 

"critical path to project appraisal" (WB AM#1 1985: 2) A systematic conflation of 

"institutional strengthening" with financial strengthening and commercialization of 

operations has been at work since the first preparation missions of the World Bank. "The 

goal of better and more efficient provision of water supply and wastewater services in 

Chennai requires, by definition, a financially strong Metrowater." (AM 1999: p.6, 

emphasis added). The Bank's vision of Metrowater "exercising leadership in the water 

sector" - a rationale for the Bank's involvement with the organization - was also 

grounded on its achievement of commercial viability. Thus, for the WB, the "reasons 

which justify the [Second Chennai] project" are clearly stated: 

First, the financial condition and commercial viability of Metroboard is very poor and 

in need of reform and for this reason Metroboard is unable to exercise the leadership 

needed in this sector. Second, water is a scarce resource in the metropolitan area of 

Madras and severe drought conditions have repeatedly caused economic disruption 

and human suffering attracting international attention (ibid: 2). 

Also listed under the overall goal of institutional strengthening are goals to 

"ensure full cost recovery of Metrowater's investment and operational costs," and to 

"improve the performance of Metrowater in key areas such as revenue mobilization and 

utilization, ... commercial accounting, consumer education, and sector management." 

(WB AM#2 1986:3) The project's "strong emphasis on strengthening Metrowater, 

enabling it to live up to its mandate to be a commercially viable entity" would be 
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achieved through "tariff increases and improvements in financial performance" (ibid:4), 

and also through "increased worker and management productivity" through the 

application of incentives and an improved, more creative organizational environment for 

leadership and competition to emerge" (ibid; 3). 

The mission also commented on the absence of a Finance Director who would be 

"responsible for the institutional objectives of the project" and feared that "the financial 

and institutional strengthening components will suffer setback because of a lack of 

accountability for them placed at a proper level in the enterprise" (ibid: 4). It demanded 

that accountability to a financial director be included in the formal system. 

The Chief Engineer [of the Project Preparation Unit set up to manage WB 
projects] is not shown reporting to the Financial Director but only to the 
Engineering Director... A balance must be struck between engineering objectives 
and the financial and institutional objectives of the project. Agreement was 
reached that this balance should be sought in this project and indeed within 
Metroboard itself..." (ibid:7). 

A major part of the commercialization of the service was the effort to build 

"management capability" in the organization. This is where the convergence between the 

agendas of the New Public Management reforms and the World Bank-inspired water 

sector reforms becomes apparent. In the late 1990s, three major consultancies were 

initiated to review the integrated functioning of the organization: one, an "Organization 

Re-engineering Study" carried out by Osmania University; two, a "Twinning 

Consultancy" with the Compagnie Generale des Eaux (GdE), a subsidiary of the French 

giant multinational water utility Vivendi, and three, a "Strategic Review of Institutional 

Options" carried out by the multinational accounting form, KPMG. The first was a 
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diagnostic study of Metrowater's corporate performance, recommending measures for 

capacity building toward "a customer oriented, demand driven, financially sound and self 

reliant organization." The second consultancy aimed "to guide CMWSSB toward 

providing a commercially minded customer orientated service that will operate in an 

efficient and cost-effective manner". The third study combined a study of institutional 

functioning with a wider consultation among stakeholders to involve them in deciding the 

levels of service they wanted and were willing to pay for. All three studies repeatedly 

reiterated the vision of an organization on its way to becoming a commercially viable 

utility through the application of sound management principles. Typical of the discourses 

circulating through these documents are these lines from the proposal for the Twinning 

Arrangement: 

CMWSSB's institutional performance ...has remained weak. The main factors 
contributing to this poor performance include poor institutional capability to 
effectively manage and operate its facilities, a lack of capable management and 
trained manpower, poor management information systems, and a general lack of 
commercial orientation in its operations. CMWSSB is aware of these 
shortcomings and of the difficulties involved in transforming its operations into a 
commercially oriented entity, (emphasis added). 

The discourse strings together a set of tropes that have become familiar in these 

documents: "performance" - "capability" - "effective" - "management" - "commercial". 

There is a certain ritual quality to the vocabulary, an easy fluency in the deployment of 

terms that bring into being the "New Organization." "Management" is invoked three 

times in the short paragraph. The proposal goes on to list its objectives: "... to ensure that 

it is operated in the most efficient, cost-effective manner possible." This conflating of 

efficiency and cost-effectiveness is another crucial plank of the ideology of reform. The 
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document stresses change as an intrinsic and essential project: "...the traditional work 

ethos and culture (must) be overcome. A dynamic organization with a thirst for 

knowledge is to be promoted as the new vision for Chennai." Arrangement are made "to 

ensure that the cultures of change and improvement remain at the highest profile." An 

official at the organization's training and resource center explained to me how he 

facilitated shifts in the mindset of engineers toward what, borrowing from neoliberal 

discourse, he called "leaner and meaner government:" 

We introduce them to modem management techniques, sort of sugar coating the 
pill! We make them feel that what they do is good, only they can do it better. We 
get Human Resources experts from private firms - these people have analyzed 
systems thoroughly for working on a profit basis (nt # Mt 2.2). 

The Twinning Consultancy sought to improve operational efficiency by bringing 

to bear on the public utility the experience, disciplines and best practices of a private 

sector water utility using its "experts in management, commercial and financial 

administration." As a senior government official explained it, 

The idea was to bring in exposure to international practices in running this service 
- through some handholding. To expose us to some private sector experiences. 
They are supposed to train us on various things, on attitudinal change, on public 
communication and public relations - that's the software part, and then to help 
with hardware aspects, such as refurbishing and leakage reduction. When I 
originally proposed this, I did not want a private sector company -1 wanted a 
public sector to public sector twinning. But the World Bank got into the picture 
and they always want the private sector. I had originally wanted it to be with 
Singapore and Malaysia - when I visited their utilities, I found they were carrying 
out a lot of internal reforms. They have a public utility Board like ours. And I 
think the communication would have been easier - a lot of their documents are in 
Tamil, plus they are easy to travel to - a lot of our junior staff could have gone 
and worked there too! 
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But it's not bad having Vivendi - your stock goes up, having Vivendi as 
consultants!! But they have some problems bridging the cultural divide, (nt 
#S2.2) 

The Vivendi consultants acknowledged that Metrowater was "an unwilling client 

- at least reluctant, if not unwilling" (nt #C40). The problems with Metrowater, as they 

outlined it were as follows: 

Because of the hiring freeze, Metrowater has been unable to go up the learning 
curve [for Information Technology], and consequently it faces a huge amount of 
learning in a short period of time in order to get the management systems they 
would need to face the future. Systems overall, like its computer systems, are 
very basic, even historic. There are good management discipUnes in some areas 
but these are not helped by IT. So they don't have good management controls . 
This is especially true in engineering - for instance, knowing where people are at 
a given point in time: personnel and business controls, management follow-up on 
what jobs are done and not done. These aspects are a lot better in the financial 
department than in the engineering. 

It is not just the computerization that is a problem - the business systems 
themselves are not properly in place. My impression is that in Metrowater - and 
other government concerns —jobs are secure but not very well paid, so they do 
not attract good people. So, all these things put together - the recruitment freeze, 
the lack of investment and the promotion process—do not promote good 
management control. There is a long way to go and a lot of learning to be 
achieved in the organization. The process of reorganization and privatization of 
such an organization is profoundly difficult, and was very painful even in the UK, 
a lot of people suffered, there was a lot of stress, but they ended up with a 
significantly better system (nt #C41) 

By 2001, it appeared that efforts at institutional capacity building had been 

successful at least in so far as large sections of senior personnel had internalized the 

disciplines of thinking and acting in a commercial way. Language was mobilized in 

complex ways in this transition to a market rationality. A senior financial manager, 

Ramasamy, deployed terms very carefully in discussing whether there had been "cost-
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cutting" at tlie level of field operations. He claimed that the agency had achieved 

substantial cost-cutting in overall budgets, but when it came to discussing spending on 

field operations and maintenance, the efforts were presented as tightening, streamlining, 

rationalizing. 

There have been no cuts in spending on maintenance. What we did was 
streamline the process so that all proposals had financial and economic analysis -
we made this mandatory, in a prescribed format. All proposals had to show what 
the benefit of the expenditure would be. They had to show the profit to be 
realized - all very simple questions! Earlier we used to simply sanction funds 
without asking any questions, now we are more particular! 

On the whole there is no cost-cutting per se, only tightening of funds, especially 
on manpower. For two years there has been no leave-surrender allowance. The 
Government of Tamilnadu has been asking departments to restrict expenditures. 
There has been no recruitment.... Operational expenditures are not restricted. 
But we are consciously reducing cost wherever possible, especially in the 
reduction of high-cost debt, and by privatization (nt #Mh5.2) 

Internal reformers by the 1990s had begun to perceive the potential of 

organizational re-engineering to address the problems of waste in the system. A leading 

reformer said: 

I personally believe that there was enormous wastage in the system - not only of 
water, but of funds, of manpower, of resources of all kinds. .. .1 instituted systems 
of internal communication that were very systematic. Costing -1 introduced 
costing in every activity - even an ad for a tender had to be costed. If a vehicle 
had to be purchased, we examined what the costs and benefits were, (nt #Mel). 

Thus, by 2001, all spending was closely scrutinized for its potential returns, and 

requests for funding had to demonstrate the profit that would be realized from the 

expenditure. Budget control is now carried out on a monthly basis, as compared to 

annually or biannually before. Engineers are routinely asked for a cost-benefit analysis 
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on all budget requests: they have to spell out, as a finance officer put it, "what is gained 

by this expenditure." They were also asked to maintain a history book of expenditures. 

Accounting practices were changed from location-based manual accounting, to activity-

based accounting, wherein each activity was coded in the computer as a "cost center" or 

"profit center" and analyzed for its profitability. This "unbundling," the breaking down 

of integrated functions into units that lent themselves to easier commodification, is a 

classic strategy of commercialization. As a senior engineer explained. 

In terms of the reforms, what the World Bank did was to make each thing a 
package by itself. For instance, each distribution station was given to a separate 
contractor. The World Bank also imposes stiff quantification requirements (nt 
#Mh6.2) 

A key recommendation of the KPMG study was the unbundling of the water and 

sanitation service into multiple "strategic business units" or "profit centers" - such as 

sewerage, revenue collection, waste treatment, water distribution, etc. Each of these, it 

proposed, could then be turned into limited companies or concessional contracts or 

privatized. 

Organizational relations 

Organizational relations were explicitly addressed from the start in this project of 

transforming the organization. The World Bank Preparation Mission in 1985 expressed 

concern about Board-staff relations, in particular 

the position of the board of directors of Metroboard (sic) related to transforming 
Metroboard into a commercially viable public utility. The mission is particularly 
concerned about this objective because to achieve it implies not only support of 
this objective by the board of directors but also working relations with the staff 
which permit the staff the degree of managerial flexibility that is required for it to 
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do its job. It is not uncommon in public utilities in other parts of the world for it 
to be prevented from carrying out its objective by well-intentioned but poorly 
informed board members. (WB AM #4 1986: 5-6). 

According to the Bank, the board needed to learn to take a greater role in policy 

making ("Further work with the Board will need to be carried out to assist them to further 

identify policy issues..In the same mission, however, it acknowledged that "the 

project is bringing into sharper focus a policy agenda for the Board of Directors..(WB 

AM #2 1986). The mission proposed the various consultancy studies that would be 

presented to the Board members as policy briefs "for their edification" (ibid: 3-4). 

As part of the ongoing strengthening of financial and internal auditing functions, 

the Management Audit wing was set up in 2000. Several new personnel - among them a 

Controller of Finance (COF) and a Deputy Controller of Finance (DCOF) — were 

appointed, many from the private sector. These were the only new hires in the 

organization in over six years. According to the Annual Report of 2000-1, 

The Board made this an integral part of overall financial systems, with well-
defined responsibility of the audit wing. Various concepts such as transaction 
audit, compliance audit of government rules and procedures, systems audit, 
management audit, energy audit, stores audit, etc., have been clearly defined and 
used as tools to enhance productivity. (CMWSSB AR 2000-1: 83). 

The deployment of internal audit resulted in a significant streamlining of 

expenditures and cost-cutting. The energy audit, for example, resulted in negotiations 

with the Electricity Board for special rates on High Tension connections for pumping 

stations - ironically enough, this was based on a bid to be categorized a non-commercial 

organization. Auditors were assisted in their vigorous cost-savings drives by the 
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accelerated trend of contracting out as many activities or "cost centers" as possible. 

Despite Ramasamy's denial of cost-cutting in field spending (p.33 above), expenditure on 

operations and maintenance, a category that yielded the most "budget flexibility," had 

declined both in absolute terms (Rs. 320 million in 2000-2001 compared to Rs. 394 

million in 1990-91) and as a proportion of total expenditure (see graph) because of the 

huge increases in debt servicing and depreciation caused by the large capital investments 

undertaken under the Second Chennai Project. 

But the role of auditors in the public sphere of the service marked a major change 

in the culture of service delivery. A senior finance official noted: 

Internal auditors now regularly make field visits. If a complaint comes about lack 
of water, it is not the engineer alone, there is involvement of finance and 
administrative people as well. This is recent ... We also have more say in the 
settlement of contracts, opening of tenders, etcetera. The views of the Finance 
Department are taken more these days, (nt #Mh5.2) 

Another official from the internal audit wing, corroborating this trend, claimed "It 

gives us more exposure. Otherwise we are simply desk-bound!" (nt #Mh7). This official 

acknowledged that the number of vigilance investigations in the field had increased 

significantly in 2000-2001. 

Rajesh, who had led the agency through a period of reforms, explained how he 

had integrated the financial department into key decision making roles in the 

organization, while simultaneously putting revenue collection responsibilities under 

depot engineers; 

We got teams of people involved - we had about 20 teams for different 
operations, who would study the situation on the ground and make 
recommendations - this also got people involved, and generated the impetus for 
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reform from the inside. I spent a lot of money, about two crores, making all these 
changes, but in the long run they pay off. 

In revenue collection too, I made many changes. The organization has a 
pyramidal structure - the finance department was in charge of revenue collection, 
this was a waste of resources. I said this function should be under the charge of 
the depot engineer who is on the ground, in touch with consumers, and in a good 
position to collect charges since he is providing the service directly. So we 
opened a single window for service and revenue collection. There was a lot of 
resistance from the finance department, but the revenue collection tripled in three 
to four years' time. We are now the only water utility in the country running with 
a surplus. 

Secondly, in groundwater extraction and supply I brought down the costs from 
about six rupees per 1000 litres to about a rupee and a half. We did this through 
reducing the manpower - where earlier we had about 30 engineers in this wing, I 
brought it down to about six. We also did it through increasing the efficiency of 
pumps and meters - we did an energy audit. I opened up aspects like procurement 
- earlier this was very restricted - for example, diesel could only be purchased 
from the authorized supplier, and trucks had to travel many extra miles and waste 
a lot of time to get diesel. I introduced the rate contract system, where several 
contractors were identified who would supply for a given rate that would be fixed 
for one year. So the engineer can now buy diesel from different places - he might 
make the usual 10 percent cut, but we still save a lot of time and money by 
relaxing the purchasing norms a bit. This also greatly reduced the inventory - I 
brought down the inventory from 15-16 crores to 2-3 crores. Otherwise, with the 
tender system, everything had to be purchased through tender, so even for a small 
thing the process would take four months or so, this meant that large inventories 
were kept. So, streamlining purchasing was a significant step in improving our 
financial situation as well as our overall efficiency. 

He had also introduced some changes in transfers and promotions. 

There are good and bad aspects to transferring people, but when I was in control, I 
really did not move people around very much - if somebody was happy where he 
was, and was doing well, I let him stay, even if it was for ten years. I also 
changed the process of promotions quite substantially. First of all, I let 
performance count rather than just seniority - we developed a whole new protocol 
for performance review. Second, I allowed double-jumps, in other words, 
bypassing those who may be more senior. Third, I instituted a system of MOUs 
[Memoranda of Understanding] between the Managing Director and the engineers 
(nt #Mel) 
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Organizational restructuring involved some linguistic strategies. The new 

organizational chart drawn up as part of the pre-investment study in 1977 envisaged an 

engineering division composed of a team of "managers": Sewerage Operations Manager, 

Water Distribution Manager, etc. However, this proposed redesignation was never 

achieved: according to a one informant, the engineers remained, up until the present, 

resistant to being called managers. 

The Area Engineer was originally designated Area Manager, but this got changed 
to engineer because the public expects engineers to solve their problems, they 
want technical solutions, they have faith only in technical experts. "Manager" has 
become popular only now! 

The move to designate engineers as managers was proposed again in 1997, and 

once more resisted. As Gopalan, who had been involved in the various phases of reform 

recalled, 

They had an organizational reengineering study conducted by Osmania University 
in 1997 at the insistence of World Bank. The recommendations were not very 
concrete, but what the study did was to compile job descriptions. ... Subsequent 
to that, the roles and functions of certain categories were changed. ... The study 
wanted changes in designation - from engineers to managers, for instance. But 
most engineers did not like that suggestion, so it was not implemented. People 
here have lived for twenty years with that title. Also, in regard to the public, they 
did not think it was a good idea. This is an engineering organization, the majority 
of officials are engineers. They felt that the title of "manager" is too general. The 
engineers feel they are specially qualified, (nt #C30.2) 

As another engineer participating in this conversation suggested, this being an 

official organization, designation and titling were important issues: "So, if it is an 

engineer doing the job, the public should know that. They expect engineering solutions 

even if what the depot engineers are doing is just a managerial job" (nt #Mt 1.2). 
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Frontline engineers were clearly regarded as the explicit targets of reform, the 

subjects that most needed to change. A World Bank mission in 1989, commenting on a 

proposed Leak Reduction effort, advised Metrowater that "a radical change in the 

thinking of the six Area Engineers, 24 Deputy Area Engineers and 99 Depot Engineers is 

necessary" (WB AM #6 1989). 

The Information and Facilitation Office (IFO), a creation of the new wave of 

reforms, was set up in 1997. By 2000, there was an IFO desk at each of the ten Area 

Offices in the city. The functions of the EFO are to assist consumers in filling application 

forms and to channel consumers through the bureaucratic maze. The goal, as a senior 

officer put it, is that "the public should not be allowed to wander from pillar to post." 

The IFO aims to facilitate a more direct relationship with the public, eliminating 

middlemen such as plumbers and brokers. To achieve this, the IFO itself functions as a 

sort of middleman, it "receives complaints and representations from consumers and 

forwards them to higher authorities" (nt #Mh2.1), effectively bypassing field engineers. I 

observed the IFO frequently "rescuing" the public from the depot engineers. It became 

clear to me that the IFO saw its role as a check on the engineers. In a conversation with a 

senior EFO, he asked me about my impressions of the depot engineers. I ventured the 

opinion that they seemed overburdened. His response was revealing: 

Overburdened? You think so? Is that what you observed? They have to work 
eight hours - do you think they put in that much work? They do not plan their 
work, they do not work with any commitment or motivation, there is no question 
of overburden! They have been provided with all facilities.. .They may have got 
some engineering degree, but they don't know how to manage a depot, they don't 
know how to plan and organize their work! So they are not willing to accept the 
reforms! In order for the reforms to be effective, the depot engineers need some 
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proper training, they need some understanding of what it is all about, and they 
need to accept the reforms. 

The reforms have also been aimed at making the AEs [Assistant Engineers] work, 
so they say they are overburdened. They have been given more powers but they 
don't want to work! ... The basic problem is they do not want to take 
responsibility - in government offices nobody wants to take responsibility! 

Many of these fellows, they come straight from some engineering degree, and 
they become the overall in-charge of an entire division, for everything! They 
control everything, they wield tremendous power and authority. They are the big 
bosses! So they start to only care about power. 

The hostility toward engineers also extended to their relevance. This official 

expressed doubts that engineers were really needed to run depots— except for a few 

technical issues, he felt, this was something that could be done by anybody. This view 

was also supported by Rajesh, a former head of the organization: 

To be honest, I feel that this kind of work does not require a great knowledge of 
engineering - some simple knowledge is enough. There is this feeling that but for 
the engineers, the service cannot be run. But when we went into details of the 
different operations, we found that these were myths. There was quite a lot of 
resentment when other non-engineers were brought into decisions that were 
earlier the prerogative of the senior engineering staff. I opened up a lot of 
technical decisions to be reviewed by a mixed team, with financial people and 
managers also given a say. Many of the senior engineering staff began to feel a 
bit redundant. For example, when it comes to the type of pipes - say we have 
about four options that may be suitable for our purpose. You have to think about 
what the goal is -do you want something that will last a hundred years, or an 
option that will be good for 30 years, and then the next generation can replace it if 
needed. So, sometimes cost accountants' suggestions and recommendations were 
selected over those of engineers, and later the engineers also came to feel that the 
decision was a right one. But there was a lot of resentment still. In fact, I can tell 
you that the three and a half years of my tenure were full of turbulence - there 
was dhama after dhama, lots of protests.... 

But yes, I integrated the teams a lot. I did not dissolve specialization, but I made 
knowledge more generalized within the organization, (nt #Mel). 
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The incorporation of financial managers and cost accountants into technical 

decision-making, as well as the deployment of auditors and administrators into the field, 

were presented as efforts toward a greater inclusiveness and integration in the 

organization. However, engineers perceived these changes as a de-centering of their 

roles, producing negative effects on their collective morale. A couple of senior engineers 

diagnosed the major problem of the organization as stemming from engineers' reluctance 

at all levels to take responsibility for decisions, in a situation where they were being 

constrained, suspected and pushed to the margins. 

You have one engineer on the board and he is getting close to retirement, he is 
worrying about other things, so he just gives in and lets the others take the 
decision. Because if you take the decision, it is a lot of responsibility - if 
something goes wrong, you are blamed. The same thing happens also in 
Operations and Maintenance, at the depots, everywhere. Engineers are simply 
leaving the decisions to the others, because they cannot take responsibility when 
they are not in control of everything. 

You asked about why the 16-zone project was not fulfilled according to plan -
was it faulty design, or wrong data? r/125 is the reason! Not taking the 
engineering perspective seriously. Cost-cutting is fine, but it has wrong 
consequences! There have been many instances where projects are unsuccessful 
because the engineers are not listened to! 

But all the engineers are getting older and close to retirement, they are not willing 
to go out of their way. There are no younger ones coming in (nt #Mt2.2). 

These engineers contrasted this situation with the growing strength of the finance 

department. 

There used to be one Controller of Finance and one Deputy COF. Now there are 
five DCOFs, 2 internal auditors, and 1 CCOF [Chief Controller of Finance]. 
Some of these are appointed, but some are moved over from administration and 
newly oriented to finance. We are becoming a financial organization! (nt #Mt2.2) 
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Gopalan, the retired engineer, presented a more mixed picture. On the one hand, 

he said, the operational discretion of the engineers had been increased as a result of more 

direct delegation of funds to them. 

There has been enhancement in the powers of the engineers. Previously, Area 
and Depot engineers did not have any financial powers. Now the Deputy Area 
Engineer can sanction up to 5000 rupees! (nt #C30.2) 

But, he cautioned. 

The way things are implemented may be changed. Earlier engineers used to take 
independent decisions. Now they are obliged to include and consult others. 

In any government organization where the head is from the outside, Hke the IAS 
officers, he tends to have perceptions and perspectives from the outside. He feels 
engineers are lazy, corrupt, and so on. This tends to hurt engineers...And the 
financial and engineering sides don't seem to be able to work together because 
their priorities are different. The engineers' perception that they are sidelined is 
because the administration does not seem to appreciate the problems they face in 
the field, (nt #C30.2) 

A similar ambivalence about the changes in organizational relations was 

expressed by Mahesh, who, after pointing out that the engineering perspective was not 

taken seriously, and that cost-cutting sometimes occurred in the face of engineering 

advice, also pointed out that field engineers now had a lot more financial powers 

delegated to them. 

When I was in the depots we did not have five rupees in our hands! Now they 
have 1000 rupees to go out and buy whatever they want from the market, is that 
not financial power? That is a very big thing!! (nt #Mt2.2) 

An official in the Personnel section of the administrative wing also acknowledged 

that power in the organization had shifted more toward the finance function "informally. 
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but not through any formal mechanisms." An engineer at the Head Office commented on 

the differences in organizational resources that the two departments commanded: "In the 

Second Chennai Project, there are five Executive Engineers sharing two cars. There are 

five Deputy Controllers of Finance here at the Head Office - each of them has a car!!" 

Turning Citizens into Consumers: Reforming Tariffs, Eliminating Subsidies and 

Marginalizing the Commons 

The meanings of a "good service" are increasingly associated with the creation of 

consumers. "A sound tariff policy remains the backbone of any viable financial 

management system and also for (sic) improving the relationship of 'consumers as the 

user' (sic) and the Board as "service provider" (CMWSSB AR 2000-2001:85). Market-

oriented reforms were adopted not only for pragmatic reasons, but on principle: as the 

Annual Report for 1997-98 puts it, "not because capital markets are the only sources for 

the volume of investments required, but because market-oriented financing increases 

efficiency in use of capital (and in) overall performance" (ibid: 45). 

Key to the creation of the efficient and virile service is the removal of all 

subsidies. This has been a consistent theme in World Bank Aide Memoires from the 

start. An initial step toward "full cost recovery" was a shift in the funding relationship 

between Metrowater and the State government. World Bank loans were chanelled via the 

State government to Metrowater and were initially received by the latter as part grant and 

part loan. Bank missions since the early 1980s opposed this pattern and insistently 

pushed Metrowater toward eliminating the grant component and funding its projects 
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through a combination of a loan from the Government of Tamilnadu and internally raised 

revenues. The Board, while accepting full cost recovery as the ultimate objective in 

principle, could not comply immediately: "[F]or the present, the existing financing 

pattern of 50 percent loan and 50 percent grant will have to continue." By 1996, the goal 

was achieved; Metrowater stopped receiving grants from the government and was 

financially self-sufficient, although debt service formed almost 25 percent of its 

expenditure. 

A second critical component of the project of full cost recovery was tariff reform. 

The pre-investment studies recommended that "Eventually the total capital and operating 

costs of the water and sewerage system have to be borne by the consumer through the 

tariff (OMF Interim Report 1977:5.38). In 1986, a World Bank mission noted that 

preliminary findings from a consultancy study indicated that Metrowater would need to 

raise average tariffs by 400 percent "to move toward commercial viability while at the 

same time maintaining affordability" (WB AM #2 1986:6). 

Once more, language is deployed in specific ways to achieve discursive effects. 

The term "equitable" acquires a new meaning in these exchanges: in World Bank 

documents, it refers to the removal of the cross-subsidy built into Metrowater's tariff 

structure, in which domestic water rates are subsidized by high rates charged to industrial 

bulk consumers. The 1986 World Bank mission wrote: "[The tariff reform study should] 

result in a structure which is administratively cost-effective, equitable among all of the 

consumers, and efficient from an economic point of view" (WB AM#2 1986:2) The 

word appears again in an Aide Memoire in 1990 in the same context: the tariff study 
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being proposed "should review the entire rate and cost structure of Metrowater to 

determine an equitable and reliable method of recovering costs" (WB AM#8 1990:10, 

emphasis added). As a result of these pressures, cross-subsidy from industry to domestic 

consumers has been substantially reduced. 

This specific meaning of equitability is strengthened by some marked silences in 

the Aide-Memoires. While people served are never referred to in terms other than 

consumers, along with economic units such as firms (the terminology is: domestic 

consumers, industrial or water- intensive commercial, and bulk consumers), the poor are 

absent from the majority of documents. They are sometimes indirectly invoked through 

the term "affordability," or in discussion of service to the slums, as will be seen below. 

However, they are mentioned in a 1999 Aide Memoire under a section entitled "Tariff 

Discrimination due to Cross Subsidies". The Bank mission acknowledges that cross 

subsidization is "often used for the purpose of helping the poor have access to the 

service", but contends that the "outcome, almost without exception, is that the poor 

seldom benefit from these subsidies" (WB AM#10;7). They argue that "many countries 

are fast abandoning this practice as they realize that there are better instruments to 

subsidize the poor." However, this statement is left hanging there, none of these 

instruments are described; the document instead goes on to detail how price distortions 

can be gradually removed. 

The creation of categories is a key technology of commercialization - one that 

links states with markets.^'^ Unbundling the service involved an attempt to create, apart 

I am indebted to Kathleen Femicola for alerting me to the operation of this process in markets. 
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from cost and profit centers, a clear distinction between consumers (to be properly 

formed through metering and tariff revision), and the government's proteges, sections of 

the population that were supplied water free of charge through public fountains. This 

attempt dates from the pre-investment study, which, while it recommended the 

integration of all aspects of municipal water service, set up a separation between public 

fountains and the mainstream (piped) service, with the ultimate goal of removing the 

former from the responsibilities of the Board. The study recognized that "traditionally, 

water supply and sanitation are treated as civic functions with particular reference to 

public health, safety and convenience" and are handled by municipal government (OMF 

Interim Report;6.2). But it also 

felt that the construction and maintenance of public fountains and public 
conveniences is essentially a civic function and should be discharged by local 
bodies. The MMWSSB as a commercial body should not be involved except to 
the extent of supplying water to the public fountains at a charge. Thus these 
assets should not be taken over by the Board. The Corporation and other local 
bodies should continue to own them (ibid: 7-10). ...[If the Board continues to 
supply water to the public fountains, the charges] should be paid for in full by the 
appropriate authority. Any subsidy required to enable poor people to receive an 
adequate supply of water should be provided through these bodies and not by the 
Board" (ibid; 14.6). 

Thus, service to the poor was to be excluded from the major institutional 

innovation expected to enhance the quality of the service. The draft bill excluded public 

fountains, public conveniences and stormwater drains from the ambit of the Board's 

operations, but the Government of Tamilnadu, in reviewing the Bill, reinstated the care of 

public fountains under the Board. 
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The issue of service to the slums has remained a contentious theme in World 

Bank's relationship with Metrowater. A 1986 mission, in the passive formulations and 

indirect statements that are typical of mission reports, is clearly pushing the organization 

to re-examine its responsibility for supplying water to the slums. 

Whether MMC [the Madras Municipal Corporation] should be accountable for 
paying for water consumed by slum dwellers has not been resolved, resulting in 
bills being sent but payment not received..(WB AM# 2:7) 

The mission recommends getting information on numbers of legal and illegal slums in 

the city, and on procedures for authorizing new standpipes, especially in the illegal slums. 

The principle of cost recovery, even if indirectly recovered from MMC, should be 
sought from slum dwellers especially those occupying illegal land since they pay 
no taxes nor water charges (WB AM# 2:15). 

In 1989, the World Bank spells out its opposition to the utility being directly 

involved in government schemes to provide water to the poor through unlevied public 

standpipes, especially as such involvement keeps Metrowater reliant on grants from the 

government. 

The mission discussed the use of grants from the Government with MMWSSB, 
which pointed out that grants were used in part to cover the costs to MMWSSB of 
providing a social service at subsidized prices, such as the subsidized water 
provided through standpipes. The mission explained that the Bank's policy is not 
to reject the use of subsidies per se, but to require that such subsidies be 
transparent and explicit. Thus it would be better for MMWSSB to charge the 
public agencies a fair price (e.g. the actual cost) for standpipe supply, and for the 
GTN to pay for this service outright - either by paying in cash or by making an 
appropriate accounting adjustment (such as subtracting accounts payable from 
long term debt). This would assist the authorities in understanding and 
recognizing the cost of subsidizing (WB AM 1989: 16) 



122 

This advice to disaggregate the service is typical of the neoliberal approach, 

which uses the language of transparency and the discourse of "recognizing the true costs" 

to carve out and separate a sphere of contractual obligations from any residual 

considerations in the state's relationship with its public. While the Bank is "not opposed 

to subsidies per se", it objects to the form in which they are given, a form that integrates 

citizens into the domain of state service. The accountability of the state for water 

provision is thus redefined as a commercial accountability to consumers, and separated 

from the government's accountability to the poor. This move to bring subsidies out into 

the open is part of the World Bank's larger goal of separating "politics" from the service. 

By the late 1990s, Metrowater had adopted a policy of gradually eliminating 

public standpipes, starting with the decision not to install any new ones. The policy was 

never publicly announced, and circumstances made it difficult to implement. A senior 

engineer told me: 

There has been a decision to not provide public standpipes in new areas that are 
being served, that is, where the service is being extended. This was a decision 
taken internally by Metrowater in 1996 or so, because of the problems in 
maintaining these standpipes, where the community has no responsibility for 
them. And also because the Board has turned toward revenue generation as the 
focus. (nt#Mt2.2) 

A middle level engineer explained the move in terms of the improved pressure in 

the pipe network brought about by the new 16-zone system: 

Two years ago we passed a policy that no new public fountains would be 
installed. Where we can avoid [having to use] mobile supplies, we still install 
some. We used to put public fountains in places where there was less pressure. 
But now the pressure has increased, so we are stopping them We have given a 
project to GdE, to find different alternatives for supplying water to slums but [we 
need] to make them realize it is not free, (nt #Mtl.2) 
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In reality, however, public fountains served as sources of water for people who 

did not have private connections. The above quote reveals how, in the process of 

commercializing state services, the problem of the public is rearticulated as a technical 

one. Technical and market efficiencies are then Hnked in producing solutions to this 

problem - in this case the solution of private connections for all. 

A senior engineer commented on the dilemmas that the new policy was posing for 

the organization. When I asked him what would happen to those who could not afford a 

private connection, he replied: "Yes, that is the dilemma Metrowater dealing with now." 

I persisted: "But if the organization is committed to serving the needs of the poor...?" He 

countered: 

Where is that written? Where do you find such a stated commitment? I can show 
you the charter of the Board and any other policy document, you will not find 
such a statement! It used to be part of the orientation, but now when the 
organization is trying to become commercial, this becomes a big dilemma. The 
charter says it will serve the citizen. But when the citizen is now being seen as 
the consumer, the basic assumption is that the relationship is one of paying for a 
service. This debate has been going on for a while - it will be resolved only when 
they recognize the basic distinction between the concept of citizen and of 
consumer. 

Interviewer: Whom can I ask for further clarification on these issues? 

Official: The CCOF [Chief Controller of Finance] or the COP - because it is the 
financial side that controls this whole thing, (nt #Mt2.2) 

But a high-ranking official of the State government outlined the policy as part of a 

larger vision of promoting private water connections in the slums. 

I am encouraging private water connections for two reasons. The environmental 
benefits of having a private toilet, which entails a private water connection, and 
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second, the more private connections there are, the less I need to provide public 
standpipes. These public standpipes are all controlled by mafia fellows who 
extort money. And we have to take care of the maintenance and repairs, they 
generate no revenue at all. Besides, the advantages to the women of not having to 
wait for water, carry it, all of that -1 have no doubt that she would be willing to 
pay for a connection. Yes, people say there is not enough water in the system, but 
I think it is still better to give connections and just distribute whatever water is 
there to everyone. 

I feel we have not marketed this idea enough. Each of these houses, if you go and 
see, have color TVs, even cable connections. So it is a question of what they are 
willing to spend on. The political economy of water in slums is amazing. They 
already pay for water. Water is by no means coming free to them now! ... All 
are willing to pay for water, in some way or other. But Metrowater has not 
effectively marketed the concept of a private service. ... We have sold shampoo 
to village women, in plastic bottles - who needs shampoo? So why can't we sell 
water connections? I really believe, if the quantities of water are sufficient, and it 
can be, then there is no reason not to give everybody a connection. All these 
waiting lists and queues - they are just artificially maintaining scarcity. 
Everybody loves a drought - (you should read that book) - we derive a lot of 
power from scarcity in this system!! This whole idea of a queue is meaningless -1 
say where there is a system, just make sure everybody gets a connection. I have 
been approving connections left and right. Who is making money from all this 
allocation of connections, from this queue system anyway? (nt #S2.2) 

The vision of private connections for all, while undoubtedly worth pursuing, is 

likely to remain unfulfilled as long as urban growth (and Chennai's water situation) 

maintain their current trends. Meanwhile, these visions feed into a discourse that 

consigns public taps, the commons, to the margins of order and citizenship. As Scott 

(1988) points out, schemes of order and legibility produced through technologies of 

urban grids are often achieved through pronounced segregation of population by class 

and function. They produce hierarchies of urban space, and displace the urban poor 

toward the periphery. In Chennai's reforming water system, the push toward user 

charges, full cost recovery and commercial accounting actively produces margins and 
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thresholds which in turn (as will be seen in following chapters), influences discourses and 

practices relating to the "public" at the frontline. 

Public relations and public communications 

To many Metrowater officials, even some of the seniormost, improvements in 

public communications and public relations were among the foremost and major reform 

initiatives - these were the reforms that received special impetus in the mid-1990s. 

Public relations efforts were explicitly framed in the context of commodification and cost 

recovery from users. As the previous head of the organization put it, "the impetus for 

(the reforms in public communication) was also economic - because in order to collect 

money from the consumers we needed to let them know what was being done, make them 

happy with the service" (nt #Mel). The format in which public relations is conceived 

both in the World Bank Infrastructure for Development Report and in Metrowater's own 

documents is that of a service industry responding to consumer demand. Effective 

response to such demand is defined, in the new organization, as service. 

In Metrowater, as in all reforming bureaucracies in India, transparency is one of 

the organization's major rallying cries. Central to current notions of transparency is 

information: Right to Information legislations. Citizen's Charters, and Public Relations 

measures oriented largely toward information exchange, are keystones of the reforms. 

The Citizens' Charter movement began in Britain, part of the "Service First" campaign to 

reform public bureaucracies, initiated in the 1990s. In India the movement was launched 

at a Conference of Chief Ministers in 1997. Tamilnadu was the first state to demand that 
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all government departments produce a charter, and Metrowater was the first public sector 

organization to respond to the call. Its charter is universally hailed as a good statement of 

explicit and detailed service commitments. The Metrowater website is frequently 

mentioned as an instance of reforms in public communication. The reforms also 

encourage civil society involvement, especially by user committees and resident 

associations. Monthly Open House meetings are held in which engineers make 

themselves available to the public, engineers have been equipped with cell phones or 

pagers and the numbers widely publicized through the Press, a 24-hour complaints cell 

has been established at the Head Office, and numerous pamphlets, brochures and 

postcards are produced to disseminate information and to facilitate consumer feedback. 

These efforts are all, however, conceived and carried out on a model of public 

relations wherein the substance of this improved service interface is clearly limited to a 

complaint-response and consumer-education mode, individualizing the citizen rather than 

addressing collective issues. The expanded opportunities for face-to-face encounters 

allow clients or customers to ask a predictable set of questions or to complain in specified 

formats in which complaints are categorized in advance into about six heads (for 

example, "defective water supply (DWS), pollution, leaks, etc). Citizens are thus being 

steadily transformed into consumers and users. The engineers, in response, must "give 

explanations". Much of the task of giving explanations in turn (as will be elaborated in 

the next chapter), consisted in appeasing consumers, giving them assurances, "convincing 

them" that the agency was doing its best. This mode of public relations, then, displaces 

the goals of transparency by covering up the failures of the system. 
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A consumer survey was initiated in 2000, designed as a three-year process to 

cover 4000 consumers every quarter, and carried out by a private research organization. 

According to one official, "In the beginning we were interested in the quality of service 

aspects, then it became willingness-to-pay issues". 

Reformers that headed Metrowater in the late 1990s tried to orient the everyday 

practices of the organization toward greater responsiveness to clients. As one of them 

told me: 

I made all the engineers keep a time -certain fixed hours in the morning — when 
they were available to the public. I also made myself available to the public at 
these times, and everybody had my cell phone number and contact details. 
Sometimes they would even call me at one a.m., but that was rare, (nt #Mel) 

In implementing these minor reforms, he was attempting to address the "culture" 

of state service delivery at a more fundamental level: 

You know, in government there are two ideas that are central to the mentality of 
the personnel, whether it is a senior official or a junior engineer: one is that they 
are doing you a favor, and two, that they are not supposed to take initiative. [Their 
attitude is that] you should come to them, and they are only supposed to passively 
respond to your requests, but are not supposed to initiate things on their own. I 
changed a lot of that -1 made them believe they were not doing any favors, but 
were paid to serve, and that they had to really get involved in the job. 

Inevitably, these efforts to change the service culture had partial, temporary 

and/or superficial effects. The "stickiness" of bureaucratic attitudes sometimes revealed 

itself in interesting ironies. The Metrowater Public Relations Officer, for instance, was 

almost a caricature of the classic government servant: he wore emblems of secrecy like 

medals of office - every document was "private," "internal," a "government document." 
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He also, like many others, seemed to take it for granted that his accountability was 

primarily to his superior officials, and only secondarily to the public. 

However, several concrete steps had also been implemented to de-bureaucratize 

the service interface, simplify application procedures and eliminate middlemen. 

Application forms for new water connections used to be 30 pages long and had to be 

filled in triplicate with the assistance of plumbers licensed by the agency who supplied 

measurement details on distances from the street mains. The forms have been radically 

shortened and simplified. Officials cite these changes as instances of transparency 

because consumers can now fill these forms on their own, without the assistance of 

plumbers, due to the standardization of rates on the basis of square footage of the 

residence. As a retired engineer who had helped design these changes recalled: 

Earlier each application required a sketch, measurements, estimates, etcetera -
these activities introduced potential element of arbitrariness by the plumber. At 
that time the consumer never had to meet Metrowater people— all transactions, 
mischief, blame, and so on was from the plumbers - they were the intermediaries. 
So the real reform took place when we standardized connection charges, to be 
irrespective of the length of the pipes: a flat rate fee based on square footage. 
This happened in 1997 and was a landmark development. ... That is when 
transparency really set in. The connection application was simplified to a single 
sheet, the charges printed on the application, no need for the plumber to sign. It 
became completely transparent, (nt #C30.2) 

Similarly, the consumer interface for payment of taxes and charges had been 

simplified by allowing people to pay at any of the organization's offices - headquarters, 

zonal, or depot - instead of the earlier system of paying at specific banks. 

Part of the achievement of these reforms is a more direct relationship with the 

public. EUminating middlemen is an explicit project of the new bureaucracy, and was 
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related to the drive to reduce opportunities for rent-seeking, discretionary behavior and 

other forms of corruption in the service. As Mani, a senior administrator, described the 

new water service apphcation form. 

It is self-estimating, self-remitting and self-registering. Earlier, even to get an 
application form, you had to pay the section officer. Then, the form was very 
difficult to fill, you had to depend on a middleman, who usually charges a lot, 
harasses the consumer, underestimates the figures, and so on. Now the form is 
given free of cost. We then send the sanction orders directly to the public -
earlier we sent a "work order" to the depot engineer, with no copy to the public. 
This direct sanction order, signed directly by the Managing Director, is a 
revolution - something signed by the highest officer in the organization, 
accompanied by a letter in which the probable date of completion is given! 

Frontline engineers were regarded as key sites of the discretionary powers that the 

reforms sought to reduce through the standardization of rates and procedures. However, 

the strategy of eliminating middlemen has not been completely successful. According to 

Mani, 

We have changed the procedures so that people don't have to rely on licensed 
plumbers. But the AEs [Assistant Engineers] still ask people to get a hcensed 
plumber to prepare their plans. Somehow, this requirement has stayed on the 
form, even though we have changed that policy. 

Interviewer: How could that be? 

Official: They managed to keep that on the form - it is the senior engineers who 
have designed the form, and that has remained. The engineers are all in on it. 
The Area Engineer is the friend of the depot engineer, they are all in it together. 
The aim of the reforms has been to eliminate some of these middlemen, but in 
practice they remain, (nt #Mh2.2) 

Thus, the application form (see Appendix C, especially the second Enclosure 

required) is the classic bureaucratic artifact, embodying the gap between what is intended 
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and what is achieved. It is the tear in the cloak of reforms, allowing the line item to 

remain essentially unchanged^^. 

"Stakeholder involvement" is one of the three central planks of the reform 

prescriptions laid out in the World Bank's Infrastructure for Development Report. From 

1997 on, goals of wider consultation with all stakeholders and enhancing public 

participation began to be articulated in Metrowater documents. The 1999-2000 Annual 

Report outlined two basic thrusts: "involving customers in decision-making, and 

integrating the operation of Metrowater with the functioning of the elected civic body and 

other civic associations." While these goals certainly went further than the purely 

pedagogic aims of public communications that the early documents contained, the efforts 

taken to fulfil them were tentative, sporadic and shortlived. 

The only body which brought representatives of the public into any formal role in 

planning lasted little over a year. The Consumer Service Committee was initiated in 

1999, and consisted of four internal and five external representatives. It held about eight 

meetings, and then was never convened again. Participants in the meetings received and 

reviewed information on service and supply levels, improvements and complaints. Based 

on a review of the minutes of the meetings, the KPMG report concluded that the 

committee played a rather weak role in creating consumer pressure on the agency: the 

service standards recommended by the committee were "related to their views concerning 

what [was] achievable" and the committee "largely complie[d] with internal definitions 

of achievability" (KPMG 2001:53). However, even this weak effort is now a thing of the 

^ I am indebted to Tresa Thomas, my dissertation writing group partner, for helping me analyze this gap. 
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survives now in the name of "stakeholder involvement" is a set of arrangements for 

quicker and easier grievance redressal. 

The original Metrowater Board was a large one, including representatives of the 

general public, and several non-official Directors who represented diverse social issues 

such as public health, women's concerns and industrial interests. It was also expected to 

include representatives of other local bodies such as the Corporation of Chennai. The 

early Board was reportedly active in monitoring work in the field, according to one 

engineer, "They would just take a car in the morning, and go visit certain depot offices or 

neighborhoods, without any warning. That was how quality of service was monitored" 

(nt #Mtl.3). In 1998 the Board was reconstituted, making the Minister of Rural 

Development of the State government the Chairman of the Board. According to most of 

my informants, this inaugurated a different character and climate in the organization, 

including changes in the composition of the Board, whereby the non-official members 

were dropped. The KPMG report in 2000 found that the truncated Board not only lacked 

the wide representation of interests it was charged to protect, but lacked a clear sense of 

its duties and responsibilities to develop guidelines on critical issues such as the 

environment, public health, and so on. The study found that it fell short of the good 

practices observed in international utilities. 

Interestingly, despite stakeholder participation being an important component of 

the World Bank's global reform package. Bank missions to Metrowater have had very 
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little to say on the subject of stakeholder participation in the agency while they 

consistently pushed the organization on programs of commercialization and tariff reform. 

Metrowater officials, however, pride themselves on the culture of openness that 

the organization has achieved. The "real reforms that have taken place," said a senior 

administrative officer, "are seen in the extent to which people understand the problems 

that we are facing!" He continued: 

There has been an enormous change in the attitude of the public. In 2001 we did 
not supply water in the pipe at all, and during that time, the public cooperated 
with us! This, I would say is the main change that has taken place. Despite there 
being no supply, the public even paid their charges. Collections were not as poor 
as we expected!(nt # Mh2.1) 

This new openness to the public was repeatedly mentioned by senior engineers 

and officials. One of them, when I asked about how much things had really been 

reformed, said: 

Well, I have been sitting and talking to you for almost an hour now. Is that not 
evidence of reform? How many government organizations will do that? All the 
way down from the secretary to the depot engineers, people have been very open 
and free with you, letting you sit and observe, giving information. People in the 
organization feel that outsiders like you have to be respected and given details. 
They see you as part of the system, as part of the consumers, who can then go and 
propagate what you have seen of the system. And not just with you, there are so 
many research scholars coming now. This is transparency! 

DISCRETION, DISTRIBUTION, AND OFFICIAL ECONOMIES OF 

KNOWLEDGE 

Despite the rhetoric of openness and transparency, and despite the emphasis on 

data collection and dissemination, I found it surprisingly difficult to get simple water 
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distribution data from the agency. My enquiries about the principles that guided water 

allocation across the city met with varied responses. As mentioned at the start of this 

chapter, most field engineers took recourse to the technical neutrality of "the system." 

Some senior officials mentioned social parameters such as population densities. Yet they 

remained vague about the details of the procedures and parameters used to distribute the 

scarce supplies of water across the city. 

Senior engineers also displayed an intriguing ambivalence about the question of 

prioritizing groups and applying social policies in distributing water. Some made 

statements like "Metrowater cannot differentiate between the rich and the poor -

everybody pays taxes! The rich pay more taxes!" A former head of the organization gave 

me a clear and strong statement about the agency's informal - but, as he claimed, well-

established - policies of prioritizing the poor: 

This is a pluralist society, and a welfare state. And you have very large segments 
of people, the slum dwellers and the poor, about 25 percent of the population of 
the city, these people are definitely given priority by politicians, and we have to 
provide them with water. The government gives clear orders that the poor have to 
be provided with water, free of charge, whether some other section gets water or 
not, and even if it means diverting water from other areas. Most of them are 
provided through a public fountain or tank, so they may get lower number of Ipcd, 
but they get water. ... This section receives not just a little preference, they get a 
distinct preference. The government does not want these people to come out on 
the street. (nt#Mel) 

I asked if there were any other sections that received preference. He replied: 

I will tell you, there was one section that did in the past get favored treatment, but 
I stopped that. That is Annanagar. A lot of important, influential people live 
there, mainly government servants, IAS officers, police officers. Also, it is a new 
residential area, all planned and built up, and has a lot of facilities. The other area 
that has been privileged is parts of North Madras that are located near to the 
headworks. 
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Other engineers also acknowledged that better-off areas and VIPs tended to 

receive better service and more water. Senior engineers also admitted that field engineers 

exercised some discretion in manipulating valves: "This is why we have embarked on a 

program of identifying and replacing all the valves in the system. This is being done by 

the French consultants, GdE." 

Through all this, I was still unsuccessful in getting a clear picture of routine 

methods used to allocate water across city zones and divisions. Middle-level officials 

were puzzled by my interest, and some informed me that I was not really interested in 

such matters because they were "too technical." The higher I went in the bureau, the 

more it seemed that this data was "not available" in the bureaucratic sense, where it is 

never made clear whether the data exist and won't be given out, or is simply not 

collected. When I finally got to the top official, the Chief Engineer of Operations and 

Maintenance, he confessed that these were matters kept pretty close to the chest for 

frankly political reasons. 

Allocation depends on availability, there is day-to-day fluctuation, so we keep 
changing the figures. Daily decisions are made, involving the Chairman of the 
Board, Managing Director, and Chief Engineer. 

Data on allocation is maintained informally - if it is made public, everybody will 
ask for more. It is not necessary for people to know these details. Nobody knows 
even now how much is allocated, nor do they need to. People will start asking 
more, arguing. We cannot curb sectarian tendencies in our society. 

In most utilities where availability is a problem, they don't publicize such data. 
And when there is no problem of availability, people don't ask! (nt #Mh6.2) 

Thus, side-by-side with the emphases on quantification in areas such as consumer 

complaints, costs and expenditures, information bearing on the issue of equitability in 
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distribution is "maintained informally". The frank justification for this is the classic 

reason of state: the need for order, maintained through secrecy, to counter the "sectarian 

tendencies" that threaten anarchy. The official also invoked problems of quantification, 

moving from the claim that data are maintained informally, to the argument that such 

data are actually impossible to collect: 

There are so many variations among and between zones and divisions, we cannot 
maintain such data. ... After trying different things we arrived at population 
being the best indicator, but many areas have a floating population so even this is 
a problem. And then the whole city is not zone-based, it is a mix of trunk mains 
and zones, so it is not a water-tight system - we just calibrate according to 
experience - a constant process of trial and error. I allocate a certain amount, but 
due to operational problems, only a part of the amount may reach. Then I see if 
there are complaints. If there is no panic, I may even reduce it We watch the 
complaints - from the press, from Area Offices. It is a constant process of 
calibrating and modifying, (nt #Mh6.2) 

This "method of allocation" was corroborated by a retired senior engineer of MW: 

The system is by regulation, not by measurement. If somebody in Royapettah 
complains he is not getting enough water and somebody in Adyar is not 
complaining, I will rob one to give the other. There is no way to measure, (nt 
#C25.2) 

When it comes to the closely guarded resource at the heart of the service, then, 

information does not even exist as objective data, it is produced as knowledge, the 

specialized and ineffable knowledge of the experienced expert. Public accountability has 

never penetrated to this realm, part of the reason perhaps being that the paradigms of 

accountability are fleshed out in terms of the concept of "complaints", which address 

water as an issue of individual household consumption rather than one of a public asset 

that must be collectively husbanded and used. 
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CONCLUSION: CONTENDING PERSPECTIVES ON THE REFORMING 

UTILITY 

The image of the actively reforming utility is much stronger inside the 

organization than outside. As droughts accumulate, the much-touted infrastructure 

improvements and source augmentation efforts yield meager results, and large sections of 

the middle classes stop depending on Metrowater for their drinking water, criticism of the 

agency grows. A retired senior (IAS) bureaucrat who had been associated with the water 

service in the past articulated a stinging indictment of the agency's handling of the 

drought. In the face of the agency's claims to have won the people's confidence, he 

claims that "the worst aspect of the drought situation today is the conspiracy of silence on 

the part of the authorities in the face of a veritable spectre of water famine" (Menezes 

2001). His major point is that the agency, having spent many thousands of crores on 

water transfer projects with nothing to show for the expenditure, failed to seriously 

explore and pursue alternative options for harnessing, conserving and tapping water for 

the city. "For too long have citizens of Chennai been brainwashed into believing that 

there is no alternative to a single major project, a single riverine source." (Menezes 

2001). This view was echoed by an academic observer of Chennai's water situation, who 

claimed that "Informed public discussion of [drought ] issues is... hampered by lack of 

adequate information on the nature and magnitude of the problems, the various initiatives 

which have been taken or are being proposed to tackle them, their relative merits and 

implications" (Vaiyanathan et al. n.d.:l). 
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It is also important to point out that the reforms have not always moved as 

smoothly as is claimed at the Head Office. Many commentators who have watched the 

organization closely and have been involved with it in some form or another over the 

years (e.g. as lenders or consultants), comment that the basic goal of autonomy from 

political decisions has not been achieved - that all the key decisions, like those on hires 

and tariffs, have always been, and continue to be, taken by the State government. In fact, 

tariffs have been raised only once or twice since 1978, and have remained very much 

politically driven. In December 2000, the morning papers announced a hike in water 

charges one morning, only to be withdrawn the next morning at the behest of the Chief 

Minister of the State. And in 2001, when the financially strapped State Government 

announced steep and very unpopular hikes in a wide range of government services and 

provisions, from bus fares to milk and rice, water charges remained untouched. As a 

senior executive of a lending institution put it. 

The World Bank is (still) very unhappy with the current tariff structure of Metro. 
. . . .  Now Met ro  has  t aken  t he  excep t iona l ly  r ea sonab le  s t and  tha t :  I  canno t  do  i t  
first of all in a drought year, and secondly, as long as I am having a cash surplus, I 
see no reason to do tariff hikes for the fun of it! So get off my back! 

He claims that Metrowater can afford to say "get off my back" because it does not 

need the Third Chennai loan from the World Bank, due to a special fund it received from 

a Central Government program. 

However, the trajectory of reforms seemed to be clear to some senior officials in 

the agency, one of whom predicted: 

Slowly [the agency] will be privatized. Mainly in the form of small contracts. 
They are not yet talking about it, this is just my guess. Already so much has been 
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privatized... Our lower levels [of staff] are not aware, have not understood the 
transformations that are coming within Metrowater. (nt #Mhl2). 

The following chapter discusses what these "lower levels" understand by reforms, 

traces how the field engineers translate the reforms in their daily work, and shows how 

their experiences produce a very picture of reforms than the view from the top suggests. 
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CHAPTER 3 

TRANSLATIONS AT THE FRONTLINE: THE (RE)-FORMATION OF 

A PUBLIC SERVANT 

This chapter shifts the ethnographic focus to the frontline of the service: it 

outlines the daily processes through which the field engineer is formed as a public 

servant. The Assistant Engineer (AE) or Junior Engineer (JE) in charge of a depot is a 

critical node of the organization's public existence; the endpoint of technical line 

functions, and the starting point of the public face of the state, the official that most 

directly "represents" the service and answers to its clients. Located near the bottom of the 

operational hierarchy, the depot engineer is the immediate head of the depot, managing 

its labor team and administration, including its revenue functions. He or she mediates 

several complex and intersecting relationships - between the public and the depot labor, 

the public and the larger bureaucracy, the labor and the organization, the local politician 

and the service. 

The depot is the local unit of the Operations and Maintenance (O&M) function, 

integrating all water and sanitation services for a given division - except construction -

under a single office. The depot engineer is assisted by a "depot manager" who handles 

revenue aspects, one or two "white collar laborers" who attend to clerical matters in the 

office, and a two-part team of laborers, comprising two to six men in the sewage team 

and four to eight in the water team. Like the Board itself, the office of the depot engineer 

represents an integration and specialization of municipal water management functions at 

the customer interface: it replaces and extends the post of the "divisional overseer" who. 
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before 1978, was responsible for supervising water and sewerage connections in the 

Municipal Corporation. These overseers were generalists, not engineers - most had no 

more than a School Leaving Certificate (SSLC) as educational qualification - and 

reported to the Public Health and Engineering department of the Corporation. Although 

they formed the main point of contact with the public and received complaints from them 

in respect to service connections, they had no jurisdiction over other parts of the 

distribution system, which were under the dispersed authority of agencies such as the 

waterworks and drainage departments of the Corporation or the Public Works 

Department (PWD) of the State. These were design and construction oriented 

departments that had no direct interface with the public. The depot engineer, thus, 

represents an enhancement of technical qualification as well as a coordination of service 

components in the municipal water and drainage service. 

As the key frontline functionaries of Metrowater, the depot engineers define the 

service and translate its visions into practice. They are the ultimate subjects of the 

reforms in that all the envisioned transformations take shape and substance through them. 

But they are also, as suggested in chapter 2, the objects and the explicit targets of the 

reforms, in that large components are designed to discipline specifically this cadre of 

officials. This chapter, therefore, examines the processes of translation through which 

the reforms assume meaning and are incorporated into the practical logics of the service 
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interface, at the same time interpellating^^ the engineers as public servants in an ongoing 

process of formation. 

Much of the material in this chapter consists of direct quotes from the field 

engineers, working on the premise that the discursive self-presentations as well as the 

opinions and insights of these frontline personnel will throw light on the abovementioned 

processes. As changes threaten the character, and indeed the existence, of the service and 

the identities that these officials have built up over years, what is of value and what is at 

27 stake are revealed in these perspectives. 

Although the ethnographic material presented in this chapter addresses familiar 

themes in the anthropology and sociology of bureaucracy, of work, and of public 

administration, their treatment here dissolves many of the boundaries and categories 

delineated by these literatures, by showing how field level functionaries negotiate their 

senses of self and of service across the lines of the bureau, the "field" and the 

organization. 

Althusser (1971), working within the Marxist analysis of the state as an agent of reproduction of the 
relations of production, shows how a dominant ideology differentially "interpellates" individuals into 
specific locations within the social formation, eliciting subject-driven responses that reproduce structures of 
domination. Althusser thus calls attention to the intimate and constitutive nature of ideology - it is not 
"thought" but "lived" in the material practices and institutions through which we are formed as subjects in 
our daily routines. 

This chapter frames the accounts of the depot engineers somewhere between "face value" narratives and 
the more contextualized modes of discourse. The discourses presented here go beyond the surface-level 
comments obtained from single-event interviews, in that they were communicated in the context of 
ethnographic relationships formed over several days of contact (see Methods section of chapter 1). 
Nevertheless, they are framed in terms of the self-presentation of people in a public agency talking about 
their work to an outside researcher; much of what they say can be taken as whitewashed, polished and 
euphemized versions of their lived realities. In the next 3 chapters, I pursue clues in these discourses that 
allowed me to go behind the rhetorical statements and comprehend some of the more complex meanings 
that these discourses simultaneously revealed and concealed. 



Fig 3: Metrowater: depot and "field" 
' 



143 

As suggested at the beginning of chapter 1, the depot is a site of unending and 

varied encounters, a social hub where no two days are the same. In the course of a 

typical morning, the engineer might receive several calls or a visit from his/her 

supervising engineers (usually the Deputy Area Engineer (DAE), a middle-level engineer 

who supervises three or four depots and reports to the Area Engineer), several calls 

and/or a visit from the local politician and/or party workers, or a visit from field officers 

of other local government bodies (such as the Corporation Public Health Inspector 

checking on chlorine levels in the water in response to reports of a cholera outbreak). 

Sometimes the depot is buzzing with preparations for a visit from a World Bank mission 

or a consultancy team. Contractors from the Second Chennai Project wait for the 

engineers to "sign the M-book" (approve measurements and other parameters on their 

work). Rate contractors wait around to be handed a project. Relatives or friends wait for 

the engineer to help them with a small favor. Through all of this, clients come and go 

with complaints and requests ranging from relatively simple technical issues of leaks and 

blocks, to intricate tales of conflicts with neighbors over illegal connections or rights of 

access to the underground system. 

THE ENGINEER AS BUREAUCRAT 

Career and Formation 

As state bureaucrats, depot engineers occupy an anomalous position. They are 

not "civil servants" in the classic sense of trained career bureaucrats, yet, having been 

inducted into a state agency, they enter the category of "government servants" in the 
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State cadre, with all the accoutrements of state sector employment, including permanence 

of tenure, pensions and bonuses.Some cohorts of AEs and JEs had been absorbed into 

Metrowater from the Corporation or from other public sector engineering departments; 

others had been recruited through the employment exchange, straight from diploma or 

degree courses in engineering. Apart from a few ad hoc and occasional training sessions 

(of a few days apiece), the job was learned on the ground. A retired senior engineer from 

Metrowater, Gopalan, revealed that there were no systematic training programs or 

manuals that laid out service policies for the depot job: 

There is nothing like that -no written policies. But there are a host of unwritten 
dos and don'ts, people learn by trial and error. Now, recently, there is an 
induction training for newly appointed engineers - a week long. I wouldn't say 
that suffices, (nt# C30.1) 

Another engineer, Pradeep, described the learning process as follows; 

As a new person in the depot I did not know much but learnt pretty soon on the 
job - you learn simply that you have to provide a service, provide water and 
sewerage, handle complaints. You can ask your supervisor if you have doubts — 
there is a clear hierarchy. There is a small handbook called "'Duties of a Depot 
Engineer" but this is mostly about technical matters. But this is not a new 
organization - every depot engineer has at least 10 years of experience, so they 
have learnt a lot on the job. (nt# Mtl.3) 

Despite this casual formation, the "state idea" (Abrams 1988) becomes a powerful 

organizing concept in the self-definition of engineers as public servants. As this and 

following chapters will show, their subjectivity is located squarely in the ideology of 

government service, and they present their actions and motivations as arising from the 

special imperatives of public service, in contrast to private sector engineers. 

The Assistant Engineers and Junior Engineers are placed at Grade 6 in a 14-grade structure that follows 
that of the Government of Tamil Nadu. They are recruited from the open market, usually through the 
employment exchange, on the basis of a technical examination. 
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Studies of Indian bureaucracy have remained absorbed with the elite national civil 

service cadres of the Indian Administrative Services (IAS), neglecting the mass of lower 

rung officials of the State and district services, the "broad base of the bureaucratic 

pyramid" (Gupta 1995), that staff government agencies in every city, small town and 

village. Gupta's ethnography, one of the few exceptions to this, shows how the practices 

of local state officials in a small North Indian village bring the state into being as a daily 

cultural and material experience for the villagers. Gupta counters the tendency to reify a 

unitary concept of the state by showing its differentiated and disaggregated operations at 

local levels. He also cautions against an overprivileging of the ethnographic construct of 

"the local." "[A]ny analysis of the state requires us to conceptualize a space that is 

constituted by the intersection of local, regional, national and transnational phenomena" 

(1995:392). My analysis in this chapter points to how organizational reforms, rooted in 

global and national movements to transform states, produce the paradigms of public 

service through which lower level functionaries present their own career and service 

goals. 

Vithal (1994) contends that Indian bureaucrats, far from representing a class, as 

some Marxist scholars have argued, are a deeply fractured and heterogenous group, 

divided, among other factors, by the profoundly hierarchical intemal structuring built into 

the administrative structure from colonial times, with the top echelon, the Indian Civil 

Service (ICS, predecessor to the IAS), deliberately separated by practices of recruitment, 

training and status symbolism, from the mass of lower officialdom. 
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Recent concerns with "good governance" in state bureaucracies have brought 

more attention to frontline functionaries. These studies analyze the incentives built into 

their professional structures of work - for instance whether rules guiding promotions and 

transfers lead to better performance or to corruption and rent-seeking (cf. Wade 1989, 

Robinson, 1998, Tendler 1997, Davis 2004). My analysis shows that, while personal 

career considerations were central in defining the field engineers' perspectives on 

reforms, these considerations were framed within discourses of public service that 

seemed to cling to the special ideological circumstances of public sector employment. 

Their reasons for joining the service were, however, frankly presented in terms of 

career goals: engineers almost unanimously cited the security and benefits of government 

service. Many said they had heard there were good prospects for promotions and 

advancement in the organization since it had been transformed into an autonomous board. 

They also unanimously confessed that they had joined Metrowater because it was a city-

based organization, which gave them the assurance that they would not be transferred out 

of the city. Some mentioned the prestige of a government job: 

You could get good marriage alliances if you had a government job - my wife 
married me because of that! Now it is not so any more - a government job has no 
security. We would not look for government servants as alliances for our 
daughters. The situation has completely changed! (nt#Md7.2) 

That depot engineers still commanded substantial prestige and power was evident 

in their daily interactions with clients, in the countless small favors they were offered 

when they visited their divisions, from cold drinks and coffee to meals "on the house" in 

nearby restaurants. Nevertheless, many field engineers talked of the ongoing devaluation 

of government jobs in the gathering climate of privatization. One engineer recalled: 
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When I joined, government was the coveted job! And we joined for the pensions 
- even after I die, my wife and then my minor kids will get money from the 
government. But if the private sector is paying so well, we can save and don't 
need pensions! (nt#Mdl7.3) 

Without exception, all the engineers I spoke to hoped that their children - many 

of whom were also studying to be engineers - would find employment in the private 

sector. With corporate sector jobs that offered salaries three or four times what they were 

eaming, many were not sure the security of government employment was worth what it 

had once been. My period of research was a time when some of the most severe cuts in 

history were being made in benefits for state workers (accompanying large hikes in the 

prices of essential commodities) as the Tamil Nadu government addressed an almost 

unprecedented fiscal crisis. My informants in the depots, from depot engineers to office 

workers, watched these developments with attitudes of alienation and fear, and declared 

that the government had "no respect for workers." Thus, their critiques of the reforms 

derived, at least in part, from the implications they seemed to pose for their job security. 

With hiring freezes in the majority of State agencies, they saw government jobs facing 

imminent extinction. As one engineer said, "There is no possibility for a government job 

for my son" (nt#Md5.1). Pradeep, a middle-level engineer who was, in general, 

favorably disposed toward privatization of the services, idenitified this constriction of 

secure employment opportunities as one of its few negative aspects: 

The only problematic implications are on the social side: a lot of people passing 
out of engineering colleges, hoping for a government job, are no longer assured of 
it. When I passed out of college I was offered a job by three different 
departments, and I chose this one. Government jobs are more secure - you get 
your salary every month whether you work or not - it may not be as high as in the 
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private sector, but you are assured of getting paid on the first of each month. 
(nt#Mtl.2) 

However, there was ambivalence here: for many engineers including Pradeep, the 

regret over disappearing government jobs was conditioned by a discourse in which the 

private sector was emerging not just as a good wage payer, but as the site of all the 

professional quality, competence and commitment that the state sector lacked. Pradeep 

said: 

Nowadays the really talented of the younger generation are not coming to 
government - they have a much wider set of choices. Now it is only those who 
have gone through college without really studying who hope to get government 
jobs. Youngsters now are very much tuned into going abroad or joining big 
multinationals. As a parent I see this. My wife and I are both government servants 
- my wife is an engineer in the telecom department - and our daughter is an 
engineering student. Her perception of government is very different from what 
mine was when I was young. She says government servants are a waste of talent 
and training, they don't do anything, they have no freedom, they are not properly 
qualified. (nt#Mtl.2) 

Radha, a female depot engineer, claimed that she had joined Metrowater precisely 

because she was "not a career person" and had wanted to put her family first. Working in 

Metrowater had allowed her to raise her family in the city. She told me that her stakes in 

staying with the agency were very mixed: 

I am not dependent on Metrowater for a job. I have enough talent, I can get a job 
anywhere! I'd say, because of my family obligations, I am stuck here!... If I was 
in the private sector doing this job, I would be in a much better condition, in an 
airconditioned office, with a nice desk. I would be getting a lot of power and 
respect. That is why there is corruption in this sector - look at the conditions we 
work in! (nt#Mdl0.1) 

The conditions they worked in were, to say the least, challenging. Many of the offices 

were tiny and cramped, badly maintained and poorly equipped - many were no more than 
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vehicle sheds furnished with a desk and a couple of chairs. For most of the engineers in 

my study, career ambitions remained within fairly narrow bounds - limited by their 

choice to stay in the city and by the all-but-stagnant promotion stream in the agency. The 

highest post that most of the engineers could possibly aspire to reach after 25 years of 

service was that of Superintending Engineer (Grade 3), but at the time of my research, 

many AEs had been waiting between 17 to 23 years to move up a single grade, to that of 

Assistant Executive Engineer (AEE). The long delays in promotions were partly due to 

increasing contracting out of the numerous new schemes and projects, resulting in a lack 

29 of new posts and very little movement in the ranks. The stagnation in promotion 

opportunities was a source of intense frustration among field engineers in my research; 

they were losing hope, given the trends, of reaching a reasonable pension slab by the time 

of their retirement. Sameer said, bitterly: 

I have a lot of commitment to working here but we are not paid adequately. In 
government service we cannot have a decent life - we have no facilities 
whatsoever. I cannot blame the government - this is a poor country. But for the 
work I do, the salary is inadequate. Every engineer in Metrowater is frustrated 
because of the long periods as AE. By regulation he should have had a promotion 
after five years. In foreign countries or in the private sector, if you are capable 
you can be transferred or promoted, but in the government, ability counts for 
nothing, only seniority counts. (nt#Mdl3.2) 

Many field engineers had come from low-income backgrounds, and relied on their 

government jobs not only for security but, crucially, for some social and class mobility -

they hoped, by their retirement, to be able to buy a car and own a home. Preoccupation 

Promotions in Metrowater occur strictly by seniority, and there is, reportedly, very little discretion or 
patronage exercised in this area. Transfers are another matter altogether, and will be discussed in Chapter 
4. 



with these goals was evident in their daily actions and negotiations at the depots and was 

a critical part of their subjective occupation of the role of "public servant". 

The Bureau and the Field: Official Boundaries and Gendered Spaces 

As low-rung officials in a state system, the field engineers created and occupied a 

space of anomaly at the junction of state and society, a space in which their ideas about 

the state and public service were informed and intersected by their subjective rationalities 

and agendas as well as by the practices of authority and rule that they were daily called 

upon to perform by the public and by the system. From my vantage point, entering the 

official space of the depot as a researcher everyday, I witnessed how this space 

interpellated^'' the official into his or her role. I watched the boundary between the field 

engineer and the public being fashioned each day when the engineer came to work - the 

office, the bureau, was symbolically affirmed each day as the site that legitimated the 

transactions that occurred within it. Yet the boundaries were always porous and had to be 

re-fashioned literally with each transaction. 

The transformation of the struggling and preoccupied householder, located in a 

specific formation of caste, class and gender, to the engineer-bureaucrat in the depot was 

always an incomplete and fairly transparent one. It seemed particularly incomplete in the 

case of women, who usually entered the office trailing clouds of the morning rush to get 

The concept of interpellation was outlined by Althusser (1971) as part of his Marxist view of the state as 
an agent in the reproduction of relations of production. He shows how the dominant ideology 
"interpellates" social subjects into different subject-positions in the social formation and elicits responses 
that reproduce structures of domination. Althusser thus calls attention to the intimate and constitutive 
nature of ideology - it is not "thought" but "lived" in the material practices and institutions through which 
we are formed as subjects in our daily routines. 
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the day's meals prepared for the household and send the children off to school. Problems 

of home and family often continued to intrude on their work through the day, and 

engineers routinely spent portions of the work day attending to household affairs such as 

getting a house loan approved, a daughter's college admission secured or visiting a 

child's school. This was part of the "personal work" that would regularly take them away 

from their desks and keep them busy for hours. This use of time was taken completely 

for granted, in fact it was commonly held to be one of the advantages of a depot posting 

as opposed to a head office posting. 

While the informal rule is that engineers spend the first few hours of every 

moming at their desks meeting clients, taking complaints and allocating jobs to the 

workers, they are also expected to make frequent visits to "the field" - the streets and 

neighborhoods of the division - to inspect work and stay familiar with conditions on the 

ground. Within the scheme of depot work, the boundaries between the bureau and the 

field take on multivalent meanings relating to work ethics and morality. Being found at 

your desk a lot may indicate your responsiveness to the public and your conscientious 

performance of duty. This image was often ascribed to women engineers. However, in 

some cases - for both female and male engineers - it was also seen as laziness, a lack of 

dynamism, a dereliction of field duty. Conversely, an official who is rarely found at his 

desk may be perceived as active and vigilant about his field responsibilities, or may be 

seen as engaging in too much "personal work." Thus, while the space of the bureau is 

relatively well-defined as an official space, "the field" is the domain of slippages, of 

porous boundaries between the official and the "private" subject. 
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This open-endedness, however, is what makes depot postings so attractive to 

-5 1 

engineers, in contrast to the head office. As Raman described it. 

The depot is usually a preferred posting because you meet different kinds of 
people, there is independence, you can come and go as you please. Otherwise you 
sit from 10 am to 5 pm in an office and people tell you what to do. (nt#Md 9.1) 

Another engineer, Bharat, said: 

In the depot, one can take care of personal work - that advantage balances out all 
the tensions and headaches of depot work. There is more freedom and flexibility. 
In Planning and Design [at the head office] it is all deskwork, and you have set 
timings. In the depot sometimes you have to come in at two or three in the 
morning to check levels in the filling stations, or stay late if there is a major sewer 
block. But you can have flexibility. (nt#Md2.1) 

This advantage of flexible timings and the freedom to take care of personal work 

seemed particularly valuable to female engineers. As Radha put it, 

The depot is the most convenient place for women!! In the head office you have 
to sit there all day. Here you can go home, check on the kids, go to their schools! 
(nt#Md 10.1) 

Until the early 1990s, female AEs, for the most part, had stayed in head office 

postings. Sending them out into the depots was the result of the strenuous and determined 

efforts of a female Managing Director who had not only challenged women to move out, 

but had also offered them unprecedented support in making the shift. She (and another 

reform-oriented MD who succeeded her) made efforts to post women in depots near their 

homes and to accommodate, as far as possible, their maternal obligations. As Sundari 

recalled. 

Officially, engineers are supposed to be transferred between different departments - O&M or Planning & 
Design or Construction - and/or between depots every three years, but in practice transfers are a domain of 
enormous discretion and negotiation (see Chapter 4), and engineers try to stay in depot work (O&M) as 
long as they can. 
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It was she who made things better for us women. She brought us out, she said: 
why do you want to just sit under the fan - you get paid the same as men and they 
say that you cannot do the job - why don't you go out and show them?! My son 
was two years old at the time, so she placed me in a depot close to my home. She 
said: "Otherwise he will curse me always!" (nt#Mdl8.2) 

A female engineer who had been transferred from the field to the head office 

seemed to be preparing charts for her superiors every time I visited her. She clearly 

missed her previous work: 

Nobody likes to sit in the office, because here timings are monitored, leave is 
monitored. ... [Earlier] the men were always assigned to the field posts, and they 
gained all the experience. They created the impression that women could not 
manage in the field, but once women were forced to take field assignments, they 
found they could do it. Now they prefer it because they can go home for lunch 
and take care of home affairs. (nt#Mh4) 

For some of these female engineers, whose residences fall within the divisions 

they serve, the boundaries between official and personal subjectivity are particularly 

porous. I watched them sometimes conduct official work from their homes on long lunch 

breaks. Their staff go to their homes, their families come to work, complaints are 

sometimes given to them at home, home affairs are handled at the office. Women 

describe their official relationships in familial (some claimed, for instance that they 

"counseled" their laborers and got involved in their family problems) and wear their 

official roles in domestic spheres. As Sundari said: "I like helping people - they are all 

my people, this is the area where I live - so even when I go to the market I get 

complaints" (nt#Mdl8.1). 

The culture of depot work, however, both in the bureau and the field, remains 

very masculine, even when the engineer is a woman. Depot staff and labor are 
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predominantly men. Most depots have one or two women in the labor category, usually 

"compassionate hires,who work as office cleaners. They sweep the offices, bring tea 

and coffee, run errands, and serve lunch. But the masculinity of the depots is also 

produced through the discourses of daily challenge, of heroic timings and rough dealings 

with politicians and the public. Many male engineers spoke of depot work as a realm of 

constant adventure, they had an endless lore of "tales of the field;" one even spoke of the 

books he could write about his field experiences. Male engineers sometimes portrayed 

this realm as "too rough" for women to handle. Bharat explained to me why his 

predecessor, a woman, had requested a transfer to another depot: 

This is a very difficult area to work in - the way people talk is very rough. Ladies 
will work where it is convenient - otherwise they request transfers. As a woman 
she may not know how to handle people of this type. (nt#Md 2.1) 

Some women corroborate these accounts. Latha recalled: 

I was afraid when I first came to work in the depots. But I depend a lot on the 
DAE [Deputy Area Engineer], Area Engineer and [the other depot engineer 
sharing my office] for support. I used to not handle major complaints. Because, 
being a lady, people would speak very roughly to me - sometimes they would 
come as a gang and threaten: "I'll take you away, cut off your hands if you don't 
do what we ask." I used to cry. But now I have got used to all this and can 
manage quite well. (nt#Mdl7.2) 

Having female engineers head the depots clearly remained an issue for some 

senior field engineers, all of whom were male. Arun, a DAE who supervised several 

female AEs, complained: 

These are people employed under a policy that guaranteed a job to the next-of-kin of workers who died 
while employed by the agency. This policy has been in abeyance since about the late 1990s. There were 
about 300 women laborers in the agency who had been hired under this policy in the past. 
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If they are men, I can just take a supervisory role, find out if everything is okay 
and report to the Area Engineer. I don't have to go personally to the depots. With 
women, we DAEs have to take a more active role. There is a lot of night work in 
depots, but the women have to go home and cook. Also, they cannot freely go 
with us to the field - workers will talk. There are a lot of inhibitions - this is 
Madras culture. We cannot sit together and work on a report late at night. The 
husband may question. The tongue has no bones, so anything can be said! (nt# 
Md 17.3a) 

Arun also dwelt at length on the transportation problems that women faced in the 

field. Male engineers were mobile on motorbikes or scooters, but four of the eight female 

engineers in my sample did not have independent modes of transport. However, they 

appeared to get around the problems in various ways and to be as present in the field as 

the most mobile of the male engineers. One woman regularly found rides with a local 

contractor who frequently stopped by her office, another had a cousin - also an engineer 

- who was often at the depot and took her to the field when she needed to go, in exchange 

for small projects she might send his way. For the most part, women heading depots 

regarded the logistical problems of night work and transport as relatively trivial issues 

that they solved somehow. The majority of women professed to enjoy depot work as 

much as the men did. Many claimed that their skills in dealing with the public (and, for 

that matter, with labor) were superior to those of the male engineers and also that the 

public treated them more politely because they were women. Radha said: 

The public is often more soft with us, more respectful because we are women. In 
some situations, yes, we are at a disadvantage — when some guy is drunk we 
cannot directly handle him. Yes, in the beginning we have to learn to handle the 
public, but we get used to it. I face absolutely no problems in dealing with the 
public now. I much prefer working in the depot: in the head office you sit idle all 
day, reading a book or something. In the head office they use women for 
xeroxing, typing, work like that. The senior officer will ring the bell and ask for 
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something to be xeroxed!! I don't need a BE degree to do work like that! (nt# 
MdlO.2) 

Another woman, Hema, also portrayed the depot as a space of liberation from the 

oppressive culture of the head office, especially for women. 

There [at the head office] the women talk all day about the house, husband, sarees 
and jewellery. They don't do any work, they pry into your private affairs. I don't 
like all that. I prefer depot work, it is interesting to solve problems. I get to see 
first-hand the things that I have only dealt with on paper. Sitting in the Planning 
wing, I designed a lot of structures, but never knew what a 20-foot manhole 
looked hke. A leak in a 27 inch pipe -1 had never seen anything like that!... I get 
a lot of perspective from seeing the problems in the field, from facing challenges, 
which will help me when I get to higher levels. Although I doubt I will ever get a 
promotion ... (nt#Md 16.2) 

Another engineer, Sundari, said: 

I really like being in O&M because you can serve people and make them happy! I 
found it very difficult at first, but got used to it within a year. Yes, many people 
like to sit in the office all day. But this gives me satisfaction. People are so 
satisfied, so appreciative if you just go and inspect the problem, just meet them 
and talk, explain the problem, even if you cannot fix it. One or two may be rough 
but I manage because I have a lot of experience. (nt#Mdl8.1) 

Latha echoed this: 

The part of my work I like the best is getting appreciation from people in my area 
- that is very satisfying. They always say about me: "She never says no to 
anything!" ... We learn a lot from the field. (nt#Md 17.1) 

Most engineers, men and women, thus claimed to like depot work because it was 

challenging, used their skills, brought them into direct contact with people, and gave 

them a sense of service. The "field" was seen as the place where real problems occurred, 

where the hidden inadequacies of the system were revealed, where the idealized schemes 

of engineering were complicated by history, contingency and human shortcuts. As 

Hema put it. 
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Sitting at your desk you have no idea. In preparing project designs and estimates, 
50 percent of the time the levels are wrong and that causes failures in execution. 
You are supposed to go out and take levels of each street, only then will there be 
proper slopes for drainage. But people don't do it. One, there is no equipment. 
We don't have proper levels. We have to beg or borrow from contractors. Then, 
there is no proper budgeting of time - for a two-crore project, I had to design in 
ten days! I used to start at 6 a.m., then they would want to see me at 9 or 10 a.m.! 
They are suspicious of AEs! There is no trust! 

So the job is not properly done! And later problems arise, and it is the depot 
engineer who faces problems! ... Take for example the situation you saw in [the 
street we had visited together] this morning. The workers came back to say they 
had been digging and digging and cannot find the line on the other side of the 
road. That's because it has been laid crooked! What a waste of time and energy 
for them, now they won't feel like completing the job! And we are all lazy about 
making proper sketches and documenting where we laid the pipes. We have too 
much work, not a moment's free time! (nt#Mdl6.2) 

Some of the female field engineers were among the most highly qualified AEs in 

the agency (two had Masters degrees in engineering) and were confident and competent 

leaders of their depots. Yet depot work posed a number of special challenges for women 

- a combination of household obligations, the special arrangements required to handle the 

logistics of night work and transportation, and the ambivalent attitudes of their colleagues 

and spouses toward their presence in the depots. While organizational policies are 

accommodating toward female engineers, patronizing behavior and sexual harassment 

were also commonly experienced. And the unconventional scenarios in which they 

found themselves as part of their depot work - standing on the city streets supervising 

divers descending the sewers, fighting with drunken laborers or dealing with politicians -

often provoked reactions from their spouses. One of the seniormost engineers told me 

that her husband, who had initially encouraged her to "take a government job," as he 
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thought the hours would be regular, now wanted her to stop working for Metrowater 

because he did not like the idea of her standing on the roads supervising workers. 

Women in the depots also face basic issues such as the availability of toilets. 

Hema said; 

One big problem is that we have no toilets - sometimes there is not even a proper 
room as an office. In depot X my office was a cycle shed converted into a depot 
office. The depot manager there was also a woman, and we used to have to go a 
restaurant nearby just to use the toilet, or we had to use the Corporation public 
toilet, which was in such a bad condition. (nt#Mdl6.3). 

However, many claimed that women engineers were increasingly preferred on 

site, both in maintenance and construction projects, as they were regarded as "more 

sincere," more meticulous in maintaining records, more reliable and less corrupt. 

Religion in the depots 

The space of the depot was also anomalous in that, for a bureau that represented a 

putatively secular state, it carried a pervasive air of religiosity. Almost every office had a 

prominent display of colorful images of Hindu deities: sometimes these were the best 

tended and cared for objects in the room. The images and icons always had fresh flowers 

hung on them, and were meticulously adorned with kumkum (vermilion powder) and 

sandalwood paste. Every Friday morning, a small puja was conducted at the office, 

apparently an important part of business-as-usual in the depots, and involving the depot 

engineer and all the staff including the labor teams. 

Religious observances were among the more animating and mobilizing events in 

the depots. On numerous occasions, I witnessed arrangements being made among 
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engineers and other office staff to go on pilgrimages. These projects seemed to bring 

sections of the organization together in ways I had not found in any other activity - senior 

field staff, depot engineers from several depots, office staff and sometimes even local 

contractors came together for these trips. They spent many office hours poring over 

logistical details for the pilgrimages, raising donations from colleagues, and arranging for 

leave. One depot had no diver in the sewer team for several weeks because the diver was 

on a Sabarimalai observance which called for forty days of observing "purity", and 

therefore would not descend the sewers. The engineer had to "manage somehow". 

Many engineers acknowledged, with an undertone of pride, the centrality of the 

dominant religion in the organization's daily culture. Anand suggested that the religious 

minorities did not perform their jobs with such an attitude; 

There is a Hindu ethos in Metrowater. We do pujas all the time - if there is no 
rain, if there is drought, we do pujas at the lake. These are done officially - the 
Secretary is called, senior ministers are called. Area Engineers do them in their 
offices, collecting money from the depots. I don't think Muslims or Christians do 
anything like that. (nt#Md7.3) 

However, Anand was also critical of some Muslim officials at the head office who 

had attempted to get some space set aside for their daily namaaz. He saw this as a 

divisive move; "This is not right, but in our country we are always scared of the 

minorities, so space was allotted! It was all due to one Muslim man who was a trouble

maker" (nt# Md 7.3). 

The office of the only Muslim field engineer in my sample had the same spread of 

Hindu images as all the other offices. When I asked him how he felt about religious 
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practice in the organization, he portrayed himself as "secular" in the Indian state sense of 

embracing all religions: 

1 may be a Muslim, but I go to Church, anywhere, it does not bother me. These 
pictures were here before I came to this depot. The staff performs a puja every 
Friday. When I first came here they asked me what I expected, and I told them to 
go ahead with whatever they usually did. I even give them Rs. 50 a month for the 
puja. As an AEI don't want to change anything during my tenure. ...I don't want 
to rock the boat on religious practices here. (nt#Mdl3.1) 

The official underpinnings to religion were not only found at the depots. 

According to a senior field engineer, 

Now the government has asked all officers in Metrowater and TWAD [Tamil 
Nadu Water Supply and Drainage Board] to perform a puja for rain. A puja is 
now going on in Poondi [one of the reservoirs supplying the city]. This was a 
verbal order, it is secret. It is not published, not official! (nt# Md 17.2a) 

The ceremonies at the reservoir are reportedly restricted to the senior officials; 

middle and junior officials were not invited, but were asked to hold them separate local 

pujas. Some of these local pujas were organized by Metrowater officials who were also 

dharmakarthas (temple functionaries), with all participants contributing funds. 

Many engineers commented that religiosity was increasing in the organization. 

Some ascribed this to the fact that the senior government official in charge of water was a 

very religious individual; others claimed it was "because there has been no rain recently." 

One female engineer declared that she was an atheist and found it very hard to be open 

about this in Metrowater, as people would be likely to judge her as a bad person. 
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ENGINEERING SOCIOLOGIES: UNOFFICIAL CATEGORIES AND OFFICIAL 

PRACTICE IN THE DEPOTS 

This section traces the social categories, labels and stereotypes through which 

field engineers structure their relations with the public and construct their own subject 

positions as public servants. There is nothing orderly and technical about Operations and 

Maintenance. While technical functions, like repairs to handpumps, investigation into 

defective water supply and unblocking sewers are the core of daily activities, they form 

only a small part of the substance of the service, the stuff that pre-occupies and 

challenges the engineers all day every day. Or, rather, these technical functions are 

encrusted in a thick matrix of localized govemmentality - the formation and exchange of 

social categories, recognitions and denials, a discourse embedded in, shaped by and 

giving meaning to the practical exigencies of reform in the organization. 

It became clear that "the service" was formed in these sites and these 

relationships. The depot engineer's job is one of daily encounters with people fixed in 

place by their geographic, techno/physical and sociological infrastructure, presenting 

themselves at the depots with chronic and repeated patterns of complaints related to their 

drainage problems and water needs. Seeing like state engineers (Scott 1998), the 

functionaries develop a set of sociological categories that are based on the clients' 

location in their technical paradigms of service as well as by the latter's class of 

residence, modes of self-presentation across the service counter, and amenability to being 

served. These sociological categories get slowly elaborated and fleshed out through 
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comparative perspectives, as the engineers move across different depots through the 

course of their careers. The city's divisions are thus endowed with distinctive characters 

and reputations, and the engineers' professional consciousness is finely tuned into this 

relativistic field of settings wherein conditions (and "opportunities") vary widely. 

The "Public": A Category of Field Governmentality 

The two poles of this sociological field are represented by the slum-dwellers and 

the "VIPs" from upper-class residential neighborhoods. The patterns of categorization 

were consistent enough to form a set of tropes, complete with ascriptions about attitudes 

and behavior. I frequently heard statements like: "Slum people are violent: we need to be 

very soft with them;" "Slum people are uneducated, so they don't treat their systems 

properly;" "Slum people use filthy language" and are "very demanding". People from 

the slums not only tend to have repeated problems with sewage blocks because of poor 

drainage systems, but also seen as causing these problems by their propensity to put 

solid wastes down the sewers. As one engineer put it, "The public don't know how to 

use the system. The public character, they spit on roads, throw litter everywhere" (nt# 

Md2.1). 

The idiosyncracy of the engineers' use of the term "public" was something I 

began to notice. At first impression it seemed to refer to the mass of clients, the 

generalized "other" that entered off the streets into the professionalized space of the 

bureau, the "abstract counterpart of public authority" (Habermas 1989: 23). On closer 

examination, however, this usage turned out to be much more specific and bounded: 
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within the sociological scheme of the engineers, the "public" referred to the masses of 

slum dwellers or urban poor. The profile of this public began to be filled out as the 

ethnography progressed, and will be elaborated through this and following chapters. 

The sociology of the engineer is shaped not only by the state of people's drainage 

systems, but also by how they respond to his/her efforts (or inability) to solve their 

problems. I noticed a powerful sociolinguistic schema that unified field engineers across 

the board. People from the slums were universally portrayed as "rough" or even "rogue". 

They were "illiterate people who do not understand, will not accept" the constraints of 

the service, and they "only demand, they don't want explanations". Anand, who was new 

to depot work and appeared to be more conscientious than the average field engineer, 

remarked that the people in his division, mostly "middle and lower middle class people, 

largely illiterate" were not hard to serve; 

These people give good respect to officials. They expect officials to at least meet 
with them and answer their questions and be responsive, even if the problem is 
not solved. But if I try to dodge them, not give answers, they get annoyed. (nt#Md 
7.2) 

However, most engineers claimed that people from the slums were rough and 

demanding. One engineer recalled scenes from the drought, when water was being 

mainly supplied by lorry: 

I would go every evening to [the filling station] and check the trip lists. There the 
AEs and JEs had to jostle with slum people who would simply demand water, 
uncaring if it was an AE or a JE or whoever! They would speak very rudely. So I 
always gave water to the slum people first, only then to other people - because 
they demanded so forcefully! (nt#Mdl7.3) 

Bharat told me there were only two slums in his division, but that the whole area 

was actually "like a slum, according to how they behave" (nt#Md2.1). Latha said: 
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"Pudunagar is not even a slum, but the people are not decent" (nt#Mdl7.1). These 

vocabularies are coded with the overtones of what Pandian (2002) refers to as "caste by 

other means." The denial of caste, as Pandian points out, is embedded in the practices 

and discourses of modernity, which "delegitimizes the language of caste in the domain of 

politics by annexing it as part of the cultural" (2002:10). As functionaries of a state 

service, the engineers were guarded in their discussions of caste issues with me. This 

resonates with Pandian's analysis: "Given (the) particular character of the Indian modem, 

it proscribes and stigmatizes the language of caste in the public sphere" (ibid: 15). 

The engineers' vocabulary of strategic silences, then, had recourse to terms like 

"suppressed category." When I pushed for elaboration, officials sometimes used state-

approved caste- or class-based identifiers such as "SC" (Scheduled Caste) or "LIG" 

(Lower Income Group, a category used in government housing schemes), or occupational 

identifiers such as "fishermen." One engineer claimed that the depot he was working in 

was "the worst area, not only because of the congestion, but because of the category of 

people." When I asked what category that was, he hesitated, then turned to one of his 

labor team for help: "what kind of people live here, tell her." The worker said: "SC, 

ST^^, Andhra people^"^ and Muslims." But the engineers were eloquent about the 

attributes of these suppressed categories. One engineer described his division as a 

"polluted area" and explained that by saying "their way of protesting anything is to block 

the roads. They are very urban - used to demanding and expecting services." They 

Scheduled Tribe. 
This referred to the Adi Andhra subcaste of the Scheduled Castes. 
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were also referred to as the ''poromboke^^ people", denoting, presumably, their status as 

squatters. 

By contrast, people from Annanagar, an area of the city with upscale new 

developments, were portrayed not only as better-off but also as educated and 

consequently understanding of the difficulties that engineers faced. "Decent" was the 

word most commonly used in describing these people. As Sriram, who had been 

transferred from the higher income Area 5 to a division with a large proportion of slums, 

put it, "Area 5 is very decent—there are residential houses with compound walls, etc. 

Here they are rough" (nt#Md9.2). He recalled that people "were more nagarik 

[civilized]" in his previous division. In those areas, as one engineer put it, "you could 

explain the problem to people and they would accept." Nathan, who was posted in 

Annanagar, contrasted his current division with a previous one in which people were of 

"medium and below-medium cadres. Here they are of richer cadres, people expect 

immediate response, but they are polite. There they use a threatening manner. So the 

atmosphere differs a lot" (nt#Mdl2.1). 

Gayathri, a female engineer who was serving in another of the better-off divisions 

of the city, described her population as: 

Mostly government employees! Ninety percent are educated, so it is easy for us to 
convince them. The less educated are harder to convince - they come out on the 
street and make galata, threaten and demand. But from another point of view, for 
this lower class of people we are like gods! What we say goes - they don't know 
how to go to our superiors. The higher classes, they are always going above our 
heads! (nt#Mdl9.2). 

The term comes from "poromboke land", which usually refers to the common lands on the edges of 
villages. 



Thus, the eUte category of people, glossed also as "VIPs", and occasionally as 

"Brahmins", are associated with the tendency to go straight to the top with their 

complaints - to the Managing Director or the Chief Engineer, often by email. One 

engineer commented that the "posh" people were sometimes confused about whom to 

complain to. But they were also described as "sophisticated", which seemed to refer to 

their ability to demand special services from government and pay for them. Slum people, 

on the other hand, are portrayed as liable to go to the local politicians with their 

complaints. 

That the better-off areas tended to receive better service was acknowledged by 

engineers at all levels. A senior depot official introduced me to the Annanagar zone 

claiming that the Board's performance and service was particularly good in this area 

because it was a VIP area with a lot of IAS (Indian Administrative Service) officers. 

Response [from depot staff] is higher because reaction [from the people] and 
interaction is good. So, people are being served well here - if 70 Ipcd. is the 
amount of water to be supplied, they are getting 70 Ipcd. here. (nt#Ma3) 

If 70 Ipcd (litres per capita daily) is the standard, not everybody gets it. "The 

slums may only get 20 or 30 Ipcd.," this official remarked. The explanation for this was 

that they were in a "tail-end" pocket, which in turn is explained by the claim that most 

slums have grown out of unauthorized settlements. Higher population densities in slums 

were also held to account for their lower per capita supply. Slums, thus, presented a 

nightmare of technical as well as social difficulties for the engineers: unplanned and 

unauthorized, many of them were clustered in low-lying and marshy areas along river 

banks, the consequent drainage problems frequently compounded by the presence of 
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cattle sheds (the debris and dung often entered and blocked the sewers) and public 

conveniences (another cause of frequent blocks). Thus, while "serving the poor" was a 

defining feature of the service for engineers — their badge of identity, the thing that 

made their job more than just a job, and the aspect that distinguished them from private 

sector engineers — it was also the persistent thorn in their side. For the majority, this 

was the preeminent factor that decided the attractiveness of a given posting. The 

proportion of slum in the division was what determined how hard they would work, how 

much money they would make, and how soon they would start jockeying for a transfer. 

Disciplining the public 

For all their emphasis on their role of serving the poor, the field engineers were 

also, overall, unimpressed by what many of them portrayed as the state's populist policies 

toward the poor. Even the more sympathetic and conscientious among them were cynical 

about expanding services to a population that did not pay. Of all the people in the 

corridors of reform who insisted that the poor should pay for water, the field engineers in 

my study were among the most vociferous. Sriram declared: 

The goal should be: only if you pay your taxes and charges, you can give a 
complaint. But here people say "you are the government, you have to give us 
service." And the organization gives in to this: if people block the roads, they get 
water. The department keeps crying about losses - why won't there be losses? 
Take Melnagar- it has 800-odd tenements, in which there are 65 air-conditioners, 
180 phones, almost all houses have TV and cable, but they don't want to pay a 
single paisa to the Board because they are TNSCB [Tamil Nadu Slum Clearance 
Board tenements] - that is like a quality assurance stamp, you cannot question 
them! 

This society is all imbalanced. In the name of uplift of SCs [Scheduled Castes] 
we have tipped the balance. It was fine to give preference to SCs but there is no 
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end, and now we have an imbalance in the other direction. This is divisive! 
(nt#Md9.2) 

Latha, who worked in a mixed division with a large section of TNSCB tenements said: 

People here - even those who have [money] - will say they don't have and 
demand free facilities. This is the mentality of these people - they will not pay on 
time, then when there is a penalty they will question. They never keep track of 
their own dues. (nt#Md 17.2) 

Sriram walked me around a neighborhood he designated as an "improved slum," 

and pointed out several borewells installed to draw groundwater. Many were privately 

owned, hence the public fountains installed by Metrowater were not being used much. 

These people paid no taxes, he told me. And they took their sewer connections illegally 

from the main. "They are above the law - they have no respect for the law at all, no 

regard for the department." This attitude was also accounted for within the socio-

geographic categories held by the engineers: 

In Annanagar, if you don't pay taxes or charges it is humiliating, here if you pay it 
is. There, taking water from a pubhc pump is humiliating, here if you have a 
house connection it is hidden. Here they believe that by virtue of their vote they 
should get facilities, not by paying. (nt#Md9.2) 

Engineers also claimed that "the public" had become more demanding: this was a 

recent and growing phenomenon: "We have had to learn to negotiate with them" 

(nt#Mal). One engineer noted that "Educated people are satisfied with two hours supply 

of water, but here [a poorer area] even 24 hours is not enough" (nt#Mal). Some officials 

completely disowned the role of the government as a trustee of public goods and the 

public interest: 

The difference between public and private goods is that public things are not 

looked after. NGOs [non-governmental organizations] should take on these 
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issues, educate people to take care of and maintain the assets. The government 

cannot motivate people - they look at us and say, oh, that man has come again. It 

is not something that we have been able to do... (nt#Md9.2) 

And among a couple of older incumbents, there was a more deep-seated cynicism 

about their role of serving the poor. One mid-level field engineer, a DAE, asked me: 

Why are you interested in this area? There are no slums here - this service is 
defined by what you do for the slums! If I improve the conditions for rich people, 
there is no appreciation, even some suspicion of what I am getting out of it, but if 
the same effort is put into the slum, there is a lot of appreciation. (nt#Mdl7.1a) 

The sociology of the depot engineer informs his decisions on the ground, most 

commonly in the allocation of mobile water resources via trucks or tanks. I asked 

Murali, a middle level field engineer, what factors determined the location and frequency 

of mobile water supplies. He replied: 

One, the type of local population. Second, local problems and differences of 
opinion. First priority is always given to slum groups, because others can pay. ... 
After slum dwellers, we go for middle income groups. Then only the higher 
income people, because they can pay for their own supplies, they can hire wells or 
buy water, they are not completely reliant on us. Also, they don't complain to us 
so much - most of the pressure comes from slums. These are the sensitive areas. 
If we do not concentrate on serving the slums, next minute they are on the streets, 
protesting. We have observed this frequently. (nt#Ma3.2) 

The term "sensitive areas" is usually applied to slum populations, precisely 

because of their tendency to protest vociferously. However, bureaucratic categories are 

labile and reflect local politics of labeling. In the drought of January/February 2004, an 

area engineer told me he was prioritizing supply to "sensitive areas" by sending them 

water trucks early in the mornings. He was referring, in this case, both to the "low level 
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public, slum people" as well as to political centers such as the hostel for State legislators 

and - given the public tensions of the time - to neighborhoods with a high concentration 

of religious minorities. 

In divisions with a high proportion of VIPs, engineers frankly admitted that their 

priority was to serve these sections. I watched them urgently arranging special loads of 

water for "VIP trips" to residential colonies where IAS and EPS (Indian Police Services} 

officers lived. One engineer commented to a colleague, in my hearing, that her 

supervisor had accused her of not knowing "how to properly serve IAS officers 'like they 

do in Annanagar!'" (nt#Mdl8.2). 

While the piped water system tends to favor those living close to the headworks, 

the slums are prioritized in the siting of tanks and pumps. The latter modes of supply 

lend themselves to manipulation and appropriation by local actors. Public fountains 

(PFs), the principal regular source of water in the slums, represent a recurrent source of 

headache for the depot engineers, partly because they are the locus of collusions and 

battles for control among local residents, politicians, party workers and other powerful 

interests in the slums. They have a tendency to be privatized -1 came across several that 

had their handles locked or removed and privately stored. In one community, women 

reported that the public fountain was kept deliberately out of order because the local party 

worker made money off the tanker supply. The "tragedy of the commons" discourse (cf. 

Hardin 1968) was frequently invoked by the engineers: nobody maintains the PFs, so 

they should be dismantled. 



Fig 4: Water and the urban poor 
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As noted in chapter 2, Metrowater was working on a proposal to promote 

individual water connections in the slums. This move was already being anticipated at the 

frontline service interface at the time of my study. When people from the slums came in 

to complain about public fountains running dry, engineers sometimes simply 

recommended they get private connections. When a client raised the issue of 

affordability, an engineer asked her; "Don't you watch movies? Don't you pay for a cable 

line? How come you have no money for water?" The discourse of the poor as 

undeserving because they do not pay, repeated across the depots, had evidently been 

constructed over time, but was also evidently sharpened by the reforms' emphasis on 

revenue collection. Thus, the govemmentality of reform seeks to reconstitute the public 

as consumers, as taxable holders of private property in water, under the discourse of 

users, stakeholders, and "willingness to pay". 

"Government officers hate crowds" 

This comment was made by a retired senior bureaucrat in a speech about anti-

corruption: he was talking about the effectiveness of collective pressure in getting a 

response from bureaucrats. My own observations at the depots bore out, with 

extraordinary consistency, the trope contained in the comment. The field engineers 

displayed a marked antipathy toward the collective presentation of complaints. Their 

image of the slums, for instance, was one in which "people come in person in a huge 

crowd and stand in front of you" (nt#Md2.2). This image was produced repeatedly: "they 

come in big gangs and demand more handpumps if tanks are being shut down" 
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(nt#Mdl8.3). Another engineer said: "If people come one or two to the office it's okay -

if they come in groups of fifty or so it can be a problem!" (nt#Mdl7.3). 

The tendency to come in groups was determined by the type of area. As Radha, 

posted in an old division in the north of the city, told me, "This is common in these areas 

- north of Mount Road people only come in groups. It is only in South Madras that 

people come individually to complain" (nt#Mdl0.2). 

The engineer's antipathy to crowds was often frankly communicated to the 

clients. One engineer lectured the group of young men who had come to present a 

complaint: "One person is enough, you should not come like this in groups." But the 

group strategy was, evidently, equally frankly exploited by the clients for its recognized 

leverage. A member of the rebuked group retorted: "We would come individually but 

when complaints are not handled we have to come in a big group, we have no choice" 

(nt#Mdl.3). 

The fear of the group is backed up by a fear of the mariyal, a public 

demonstration involving a road-block or sit-in. This is a popular form of protest 

particularly among women, who squat or stand behind a barricade of colored plastic 

water pots placed across the road. Many of the engineers had faced such protests, 

sometimes organized by politicians (these drew more attention from senior officials, who 

arrived at the scene post-haste in their jeeps), and sometimes spontaneous and locally 

contained. For engineers, the occurrence of such a public protest during their watch 

represented a major strike against their individual records of performance, and was 

therefore something to be avoided at all costs. 
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Juxtaposing the engineers' reactions to these crowds against their response to 

organized "civil society" bodies from middle and upper class neighborhoods - like 

residents' and neighborhood associations and consumer activist groups - was instructive. 

Reforms encourage a closer engagement with these bodies, through events like the Open 

Houses. While these interactions increased the pressure for accountability from the 

engineers, it was evident that most engineers enjoyed the recognition they received from 

these middle- or upper-class civil activists to whom they could "explain" things. 

Associations interacted with engineers in the orderly representative modes of civil 

society, and were usually perceived by the latter as cooperative and helpful, in contrast to 

the demanding delegations from the slums. 

The Engineer as Public Servant 

Clients present themselves before the techno-administrative lens of the depot 

engineer often in states of intense distress provoked by several days of blocked sewers or 

parched water pipes. Thus the engineers derive a sense of their service in part from the 

registers of desperation that they encounter, which transform them from overseers of 

operations and maintenance to providers of succour and relief. They are transformed 

from engineers into servants of the public. This, and the putative monopoly status of large 

parts of the service, contribute to a simultaneous awareness of power and a discourse of 

compassion among the frontline engineers. Blocks in the sewage system, causing 

overflows on the streets, are circumstances that invoke intense expressions of compassion 

from engineers, especially as their labor problems often cause several days' delay in 
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unblocking them. Every depot faced severe and intractable challenges with labor. Not 

only had the numbers of workers been "streamlined" - cut by almost half - in most 

depots as a result of reforms, but the labor teams, as government workers, were 

notoriously hard to "manage". Every depot engineer complained that workers missed 

days of work with no notice, came to work drunk, moonlighted during working hours, 

and were complicit in various informal and/or illegal dealings in the divisions. (These 

themes will be explored further in chapter 4). Perceptions of how difficult it is to handle 

labor, and success in managing them appeared to vary as a function of depot leaders' 

personal styles and situationally contingent bases of authority, such as how hard they 

worked, how competent they were, how corrupt they were, or how much consideration 

and compassion they showed. 

Thus, the engineers' subject formation as public servants is interrupted and 

frustrated by the squeezes that the system and the reforms impose on their resources and 

power as well as by the pressures and compulsions created by public expectations, 

official rules and local political actors. The engineers are active negotiators and players 

in these struggles, and their own interests and stakes are fashioned in these processes. 

Their excuses draw on "conventions of explanation" (Herzfeld 1992) in which their 

compassion is expressed yet shown to be constrained by the stereotypical indifference of 

"the system" - a stereotype which their clients share, and which allows the engineers to 

pursue their personal agendas without being, or being seen as, indifferent. Their 

rhetorics of public service incorporate a critique of the state, but this critique allows them 

to sidestep immediate accountability. As Herzfeld also pointed out in his ethnography of 
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Greek bureaucrats, recourse to the inhuman rigidities of the "system" allows them to 

justify their own inhumanities by claiming to be simply cogs in the wheel. The rhetorics 

of service are thus as much a way of explaining their victimhood as their power. 

The discourse of service, phrased in more or less passionate vocabulary, was 

always central to the accounts that engineers gave of themselves. Anand, who had just 

moved into depot work from electrical postings, told me: 

Many field engineers don't like to work. I like to do my job. Fifty percent of the 
job is dealing with the public. The motive must be to serve people, only then can 
you survive in this work. I enjoy this job more than electrical because you serve 
people directly, solve their problems. It is much more interesting. Electrical is 
boring, what is the use? (Md7.3) 

This engineer happens to live in the division that he serves, and claims that on his early 

moming walks around the neighborhood, he inspects the area and makes note of 

problems, "like a king surveying his domain," in his own words. Another engineer, 

Sundar, noted: 

Here in the depot we get a lot of satisfaction if we fulfill a demand or meet a 
complaint, especially after somebody has been waiting a long time. (nt#Md5.2) 

Protecting the image of the board and not "letting the government get a bad 

name" were also part of their compulsions as public servants. Yet, in the practical 

situation of the depots, the heightened pressure to perform is offset by a deepening water 

crisis and the tightened manpower and financial resources resulting from reforms. Thus, 

public service is increasingly reduced to "public relations," a term central to the reforms, 

which in turn is defined by depot engineers as getting the public to "understand" their 

constraints, or communicating the limitations of what can be expected from a government 

service. 



177 

With striking consistency, engineers represented their public relations function as 

one of appeasement, achieved largely through their personal presence at the scene. As 

Sundari described it, 

In terms of public relations, if we go meet the people, half the problem is solved! 
Even this morning, with the problem of the sewer line going under the temple -1 
have no idea how to solve that problem, but I went and met the man and inspected 
the site and spoke to the slum people. The man already feels better! (nt#Md 18.4) 

Another engineer said: 

If I rush to the spot, fifty percent of the problem is solved, just by my presence 
there - then even if I cannot solve the problem, I can explain to the consumers 
and they are satisfied. A lot of our performance depends on individual 
motivations and interest in the work, but Metrowater rewards good customer 
service. (nt#Mdl8.1). 

This approach, of meeting clients personally, was outlined with surprising 

consistency by depot engineers. Chandran said: 

Fifty percent of the problem is solved if you go personally - people cool down 
and don't feel the grievance so much. Once a complaint comes to me and I go 
there personally, it stops there and does not get referred higher. (nt#Md6.1) 

Public relations was also explicitly articulated as the need to cover up for the 

failures of the service. While these failures were discussed in attitudes ranging from the 

matter-of-fact to the bitter, engineers displayed substantial pride in their role of making 

people feel all right about these failures. Sriram expressed it pithily: 

We are engineers, supposed to supply water, but we can never adequately supply, 
so our main job is to convince people. How successful we are depends on the 
category of people - this category here is never willing to listen. People basically 
want security - to be sure of their supply, if not today, that they will at least get it 
soon. So you have to give them assurances, make them feel comforted, even if 
the government is not capable of fulfilling the promises. (nt#Md7.3) 

It also involved insider strategies for managing and containing demand. Bharat said: 
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We cannot satisfy people one hundred percent— we should not, because they will 
then want two hundred percent! For example, we are supposed to provide 70 Ipcd 
water, but we provide about 60. If we give 70 or 80, they'll expect 120 Ipcd! 
(nt#Md2.3) 

Thus, the real skills required for depot work are seen as those of "handling the 

public." Even laborers who demonstrate some capacity in this area are recognized, and 

installed in "white collar" positions in the office, so that they can handle the public in the 

absence of the depot engineer. The discourse has gendered contours: female engineers 

claimed to have more talent for the task of appeasement, while male engineers claimed 

that dealing with the (rough and disorderly) public was particularly challenging for 

female engineers. 

A considerable amount of discretion is called for in the daily execution of the 

role. Rules exist, but were obviously not the only or even the primary guiding framework 

invoked to deal with a problem. The depot engineer's options in dealing with a case and 

making a decision are both expanded and constrained by the complexity of interests 

involved. Chandran said: 

I will give you an example. When I was in the field, four women surrounded me 
and demanded water. I immediately on the spot sanctioned a tank. I am not 
supposed to do this, it should be sanctioned by the Area Engineer, but I went 
ahead. I will justify it if he questions me. 'Am I taking the water home? No, I am 
giving it for the division, and saving you from complaints!' As an Area Engineer, 
that's his main goal - to ensure there are no complaints, however that is achieved. 
(nt#Md6.1) 

While most engineers agreed that their jobs were mostly social rather than 

technical, they confessed that they simply learned the "rules" by being thrown in at the 

deep end, with no preparation or training. Bharat said: 
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(Social aspects of the job) are learned individually. At some moments the job is 
mostly social. During drought times, for example, it is twenty five percent 
technical, seventy five percent social. Being government servants and being in 
positions of responsibility, we have to be very circumspect in how we interact 
with the public - they may abuse us, shout, use unparliamentary language - some 
have even thrown buckets of sewage on the AE! We have all experienced this 
kind of thing and we learn only from experience. (nt#Md2.2) 

I asked a middle level field engineer how the principles of service, like 

prioritizing the slum population, were transmitted - was it part of a training program? He 

replied: 

No, no such thing - they just learn that on the job, through watching others, or 
from the questions or emphases that supervisors put on serving the public. If one 
depot engineer goes out of line, does not serve the public properly, complaints 
will come! (nt#Ma3.2) 

While the imperative of "satisfying the public" was repeatedly invoked to explain 

departures from the rules, it was also seen to produce a devaluing of the engineers' 

technical knowledge, in favor of a "public relations" skill that they themselves valued 

less. Radha said: 

The fellow getting into the manhole can teach us! Practical experience is worth 
more than technical knowledge in this job. Here what you need is experience in 
tackling different kinds of people - public relations knowledge!! We need to 
learn how to convince people, in a situation of shortage of labor. Whether we do 
the job or not, we have to be able to send them away satisfied! (nt#Md 10.2) 

Of all the engineers I interviewed, only one, Anand, mentioned his dependence on 

the public for the successful performance of his role: 

Public cooperation is essential, without it you cannot run a depot smoothly. For 
example, if 1 try to dig in a narrow lane to remove a block, the residents might 
object and hinder my work. We are the ones to suffer if the work cannot be done. 
So we need cooperation. 

Also, the public usually knows the area - when I am out there trying to fix a leak, 
the public comes and points out: "Sir, this is where there is a joint, or a sluice 
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valve, this is where somebody had fixed a leak some time back." One of our 
biggest challenges on the job is handling water pollution, diagnosing where it 
comes from. It is like detective work, not easy for an engineer. This is where the 
public really helps - "Sir, there was a stormwater drain built here in 1956"... and 
80 percent of what they say is true. (Md7.2) 

The engineers' formation as public servants also had a parochial dimension. For 

the period of her/his posting in a given depot, the engineer's professional identity is 

entirely aligned with that depot. This was epitomized even in their practices of mutual 

reference: a depot engineer almost never refers to another by his/her name, but by the 

depot number; "AE 21" or "JE 16." This is, on the one hand a functionalizing epithet 

that removes personhood, if only because the engineers are sooner or later transferred to 

different depots or departments. It is also, however, an index of their spheres of rule -

what the senior administrator was referring to when he accused them of behaving like the 

"big bosses" of their divisions (see chapter 2, p.39). 

This subject position of the depot engineer brings to mind Mattison Mines' thesis 

on the particular character of Tamil individuality (Mines 1994). Mines claims that the 

Tamil male sense of self in public arenas of business and civic life is constituted by his 

visible actions: what others "know" about his achievements and status becomes critical to 

how he sees and presents himself. This is a spatially defined "civic individuality" in 

which his public office, the size and locality of his constituency as well as his personal 

style and behavior in occupying that office all come into play. Women depot engineers 

in my study occupy their roles in a subtly different mode - they present themselves as 

Mines claims that women in public life do not attain positions of leadership in local settings; their 
leadership positions are built in supra-local domains at some social distance from their immediate contexts 
of family, caste and community. If this was empirically true at the time of his writing, it is no longer so 
now, as evidenced by the increasing numbers of Tamil women that are political, administrative and 
business leaders at local levels. 
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functionaries of the agency more than as the idiosyncratic free agents that male engineers 

tend to make of themselves. However, while Mines stresses the importance of a sense of 

personal responsibility in this self-portrayal of the Tamil civic individual, the engineers' 

accounts in my study were always framed within discourses of the constraints, disciplines 

and difficulties that organizational changes were subjecting them to. 

Running the depot often meant pushing for the particular needs and demands of 

its people in a field that was made competitive by scarcity. On several occasions I heard 

engineers negotiating and lobbying intensely for an extra truck load of water or a syntax 

tank for their division, like politicians representing a constituency. "We have to stress the 

urgency of our people's needs," said Prasad (nt#Mdl 1.2). His approach was condoned 

by the engineer of the neighboring division, who praised Prasad's skill in cornering 

resources for his division. "I also try to fight for my area like that," she said (nt#Mdl9.4). 

Segmentary loyalties, thus, are central to the constitution of the lower-level 

bureaucrat as a public servant. Here, Herzfeld's analysis of state theodicies is useful: he 

suggests that although the ideologies of nationalism and the Weberian ideal type of 

bureaucracy are hostile to anything that smacks of particularistic or small-group interest, 

or of anything that comes between the individual and the state, in practice, the need for 

mediators and godfathers is felt and fulfilled. The idioms of family and kinship that tie 

the culture of state to that of community make such mediation possible: state rhetorics are 

built on idioms of family even though they treat family interests as inimical to the 

interests of the public national interest. It is through these familial (paternalistic) and 

segmentary allegiances that the intimacy of rule is constituted at the local level. 
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Bureaucrats translate, or mediate between, the iconic workings of nationalist ideology 

and the realities of local solidarities: they "retranslate the homogenous state back into 

social terms and control the definition of what is or is not the correct form" (Herzfeld 

1992:108). Citizens, equally, adopt and deploy these idioms of local solidarity to subvert 

the formal universality of the model, but their focus on local identity mobilizes local 

categories of "us" and "them" and reinforces the exclusions and margin-makings through 

which state services are administered. 

The rhetorics of public service that the engineers on the ground purveyed were 

not grandiose, their discourses stopped short of master-narratives of nationalism or of any 

coherent accounts of blood, culture or history. They were mundane discourses, their 

imperatives arising from their daily conditions of work, social relations in the depots, and 

the demands that challenged, weighed them down or called on them. The social 

categories that the field engineers employed and deployed were not elaborately thought 

out, not part of a systematic ideological curriculum, they were seat-of-the-pants 

categories, reflecting common processes of subject formation through practical 

experiences. But the categories remain essentialist, employing after-the-fact explanations 

to pin people in place. As Herzfeld points out, essentialist explanations are always 

readier to hand because their tautological givenness requires no theoretical commitment -

people are like that because they are like that. 

The lower-level bureaucrat, then, is the imperfect bureaucrat who critically 

translates all state programs and visions into local services. It is in these translations that 

the slippages between state doctrines and social complexities are produced and revealed. 
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In the concomitant unfolding of his/her visions of career and service, bureaucratic rules 

are not only imperfectly learned but compellingly challenged. 

The Complaint: A Changing Relationship 

The formal concept through which the relationship between the engineer and the 

public is structured is the "complaint". This is both the statistical unit used to measure 

and monitor the service, as well as the operational unit, the practical organizing tool of 

the daily service. Each visit to the office by a client is, in principle, turned into a 

complaint and entered into a register. These entries form the basis of the daily 

deployment of labor in the field. Thus, the "complaint" as the key operational measure of 

the service represents a form of individuation - a technology of administrative control as 

well as, in its demands for order and specification, a way of perceiving. 

The reforms, built on the results-orientation of the New Public Management, 

focus on formalizing and codifying the complaint as an indicator of depot performance -

a reduction in the number of complaints indicates a better service. Procedures for 

recording, collating, calculating and responding to complaints have been improved: 

complaints are coded by type, and elaborate charts tracking the occurrence of types of 

complaints by week, month, quarter and year are created and analyzed. Separate officers 

at Head and Area Offices are charged with monitoring monthly complaints charts, 

studying patterns and forwarding them to senior officers. The number of days between 

the receipt of a complaint and its handling - for each type of complaint - is also recorded 

and tracked; standards for this have been laid out in the Citizen's Charter. 
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Computerization and centralized monitoring have enabled Metrowater to claim consistent 

reductions in complaints in recent years (cf. CMWSSB AR 2000-01). 

As a measure to empower consumers, the reforms introduced the system of the 

"complaint slip." Whereas in the earlier system, complaints were entered directly into 

the register by the depot official, the new complaint slips were designed to be directly 

filled and signed by the individual consumer. The slip had a triplicate structure: the white 

copy was sent out with the worker handling the task, to be signed by the consumer on 

completion of the job, the yellow copy was sent to the area office, and the pink copy to 

the head office. This system allowed a direct surveillance of the service interface from 

multiple points in the organizational hierarchy. In addition to complaints received at the 

depots, complaints could also be sent directly to the area offices and head office, via the 

24-hour cell, the EFO desks, or by email. All this was designed to allow consumers direct 

recourse to higher authorities, bypassing, if necessary, the frontline engineers. 

The ethnography revealed that systems of receiving, recording and reporting 

complaints were much less transparent and orderly than these accounts suggested. While 

in Annanagar and South Madras the complaint slips were touted as important 

innovations, depot staff in North Madras seemed almost unaware of their existence. In 

those areas, complaints either arrived in letters directly from party workers or residents' 

associations, or were verbally communicated by politicians or consumers and recorded in 

registers by the depot staff. When I enquired about the complaint slips, the engineers 

dismissed them as inappropriate to the realities of the area: 

People are not educated here, a few may be able to sign. In Annanagar it's 
necessary, otherwise people will complain to the Head Office. Here it's not like 
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that, water may be stagnating for ten days and people will just sit there. 
(nt#Md9.1) 

Often, even the act of recording a complaint was subverted by depot staff — 

complaints that they regarded as unreasonable were simply not written down. Or, the 

staff would negotiate, argue with or soothe complainants and send them away without 

writing down their complaints. Thus the complaint constituted one more typical tool in 

the well-worn bureaucratic arsenal that lower rungs of the bureaucracy used to assert 

control in situations where they lacked it. A group of women came to a depot office to 

complain about a blocked sewer that had been left unattended for days. The office 

assistant consulted his register and immediately began rebuking the women about the 

way the street numbers had been filled in the address, in an obvious attempt to displace 

responsibility for the problem. Eventually it turned out the worker who had been sent to 

repair the block had been drunk and had not completed the job. 

A substantial proportion of the problems I witnessed presented at the depots 

defied the format of the complaint - they involved local conflicts over the placement of 

water taps, the timing of supply, the routing of drainage pipes, or the appropriation of 

common property such as handpump handles. Or, they made demands that the engineers 

had no chance of fulfilling, given their resource constraints. Thus, the instrument of the 

complaint, structured as a problem of the individual consumer that is amenable to being 

solved, denies or renders invisible the field of struggle implicit in the collective character 

of access to water and sanitation in the city. 
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How were complaints prioritized? Answers varied, but the most common was: by 

type of complaint. The rules required water leaks and pollution to be handled first, 

followed by street sewer blocks, then house sewer blocks. The "seniority" of the 

complaint, i.e. when it was received, was also to be considered in prioritizing. However, 

some engineers claimed that if a complaint came from the slum, they tackled that first. 

Nathan told me, in the presence of his supervisor: 

If I receive five complaints in a day, I will give priority to ones that come from 
the slums. Bungalow people can cope for a day or two, but slum people have no 
other options. (nt#Mdl2.1) 

However, other engineers, when I asked if they followed this practice, vehemently 

denied it. Anand suggested that some might do this "in order to avert people coming in 

groups and giving them trouble. But they are not supposed to: they should go by the type 

of problem" (nt#Md7.2). But Chandran confessed: 

.. .We cannot follow rules and regulations which say you should go by the 
seniority of the complaint. We clump them according to geographic convenience. 
And sometimes a VIP might come in between. We are not supposed to prioritize 
according to the type of population. (nt#Md6.2) 

Other engineers claimed that they went by the "importance of the problem" or the 

"sensitivity of the problem" - defined, among other things, by the numbers of people 

affected. Clearly, the system remained arbitrary, or rather, subject to the judgement of the 

depot engineer, or even, in many cases, of junior depot staff. In one depot, a man came 

in to complain that his water was badly polluted. The only person at the depot at the 

time, besides myself, was one of the female laborers who usually swept and cleaned the 

office. She instructed the man to bring a sample of the water in a labeled bottle, but wrote 
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nothing down - her casual handling of the complaint suggested that she was unaware that 

water pollution was one of the highest-priority complaints. 

Some engineers could describe patterns of presentation of complaints at the depot 

along clear sociological lines; 

The pattern would be more that people from the tenements come in groups, higher 
classes will come individually or they may phone. So the manner of giving 
complaints varies. Also, in lower classes, the women bring in the complaints 
more, in higher classes it will be the men." (nt#Mdll.l) 

Another engineer said: 

Complaints come mainly from women, in all socioeconomic groups. ...Slum 
women come straight here to complain. ... About 70 percent of our customers 
here are women, because they deal more with the problems of water and sewage. 
From the middle income group, men and women come on a 50-50 basis. (nt#Md 
12.2) 

Expectations and needs regarding urban water supply clearly varied among class 

groups and areas. In a southern division of the city where a large proportion of residents 

were upper caste, many of the complaints were brought in by retired male government 

officials, and were not related to the quantity or timing of water supply, but to the mode: 

they wanted it supplied through pipes and not by trucks and tanks. This was a repeated 

request right through the months of drought. 

A substantial proportion of the division's water and drainage problems are 

brought to the attention of the depots via the local councilor. It was clear that for large 

sections of the city population, especially from the poorer neighborhoods, the councilor 

was a more accessible, responsive and effective authority on water and drainage issues 

than the depot officials (even though the former had no formal authority in the utility). 

This mediation via politicians thus introduced an additional mechanism through which 
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the complaint, as a tool for producing and perceiving order at the consumer interface, was 

complicated or subverted. 

RE-ENGINEERING THE FRONTLINE: DISCOURSES OF REFORM AND 

RESISTANCE IN THE DEPOTS 

As at the head office, my open-ended queries about "reforms" at the depots 

unearthed a wide variety of changes that were categorized under the label of reform. 

Responses fell out along four broad patterns. One group asked me what I meant, were 

unwilling to commit themselves, and/or had no particular set of ideas they associated 

with reforms. Or, they understood reforms as something being undertaken at the policy 

level and coming to them in the form of schemes to implement. One of them said: "We 

are not really entitled here to undertake any reforms, we implement whatever schemes the 

management gives us" (nt#Ma3). A second group was skeptical; they understood reform 

to mean positive change in general and denied there was any such thing going on in the 

organization, or at least in the O&M wing. In their view, there were changes, but they 

were not good, or good things were happening in the construction wing, but none in 

O&M. A third group identified reform immediately with changes in public relations and 

public communications. Some of those in this third group—very few—made prompt 

association with the key terms of transparency, accountability and public participation. 

Having associated the notion of reform with these terms, their evaluations differed, from 

approval to cynicism. And a fourth group associated reform directly and narrowly with 

privatization. 
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However, a common thread that emerged at some point in all of the groups, even 

the most skeptical, was the association of 'reforms' with the physical infrastructure 

improvements that had occurred in recent years. This was widely acknowledged as a 

positive development in the organization: almost everybody, from workers to office staff, 

field engineers and senior officials, and even some members of the public, commented 

approvingly on Metrowater's improvements to the systems in recent years, including the 

restoration and upgrading of the distribution system. The organization's Annual Report 

of 1998-99 described a "paradigm shift" in operations and maintenance, from the concept 

of "breakdown maintenance" to that of "preventative maintenance." It listed a series of 

innovations such as systems of annual rate contracts, quick internal communication 

facilities, building partnerships with the private sector, and market-oriented systems of 

management. However, what it meant to field engineers on the ground was that the 

capital investments on repair and renewal of lines, valves and service connections under 

the Second Chennai project, and the increased mechanization of operations such as 

clearing drainage blocks, had made their jobs of maintenance much easier, especially 

against the backdrop of their severely constrained manpower and financial resources in 

the field. 

In these aspects, engineers felt that Metrowater was headed in a good direction. 

They ascribed the reduction in complaints and improved relationships with the public to 

these improvements. Sundari declared: 

In general I think the public is happier with our service nowadays. This is mostly 
because of the infrastructure improvements that have been done. When I was 
working in Area Y, I felt that we were just cheating the public, giving different 
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reasons every day for why they were getting no water. Now they get at least 
some water! (nt#Mdl8.4) 

Sundar said: 

Definitely Metrowater is doing better since about ten years - there have been a 
lot of new schemes, every year there are new connections, the application process 
has been simplified. (nt#Md5.2) 

Many field engineers saw the reforms as the creation of individual leaders who 

had set in motion far-reaching changes. They attributed the culture of hard work and 

responsive service delivery - a culture that, in their view, set Metrowater apart from other 

utilities in the city - to the leadership style, motivation, commitment and inspiration of 

these leaders. Although these leaders were no longer in the organization, their legacy 

was believed to be still influential in some attenuated form. 

Clearly, the view of reforms from the ground was patchy, shallow and 

ambivalent, refracted through the lenses of the engineers' daily struggles. It was also 

clear that the engineers were interpellated in their professional subjectivities by a 

generalized ideology of self-improvement, in which terms like transparency, 

accountability and public participation figured, even though they had different ideas of 

what these terms meant. 

Some engineers viewed the increase in public demand and the improved 

communication with the public as challenging them to better performance. As Sundari 

said, "With less labor, a smaller team, it keeps us under pressure." I asked: "That has 

made you function better?" She replied; "As the saying goes in Tamil, if the child is not 

crying, don't give it milk" (nt#Mdl8.2). 

Nathan saw the Citizen's Charter as setting standards that called for better performance: 
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Earlier there were no deadUnes, so how soon problems were attended to depended 
on the individual nature of officers. Now the public can ask questions. This 
definitely puts pressure on officers (nt#Mdl2.2). 

Sameer corroborated this: 

Expectations of people have increased and the quality of the service has 
improved, because even with the available labor we are doing wonders! Also, in 
those days there was no Citizens Charter, so we did things at the pace that was 
possible. Now, even though we don't have the resources, we have to get things 
done! (nt#Mdl3.1) 

To most of the engineers, transparency, accountability and public participation 

sounded like good things, and they testified to substantial progress in achieving them. 

Anand observed, rather ruefully: 

Transparency has definitely improved. That's why people like [a representative 
of a Resident's Association who had just been in the office] can sit on our head! 
Even if a rickshaw puller complains to the officials, he will pull up the concerned 
engineers! Cell numbers are given out. The public has become very aware! 
(nt#Md7.4) 

The Association official that Anand was referring to had been telling me about 

problems in the newly laid water lines in his neighborhood. When I asked Anand about 

these problems, he indicated that transparency was not always as easy as he had earlier 

suggested. He said there were "practical problems" that these people could not 

understand: 

Valves are set by agreement among two or three depot engineers and the Area 
Engineer. They are set to ensure that the tail-end people receive some water at 
least. Sometimes there are conflicts but we reach an agreement. There are 
practical difficulties - the pipes have not been laid properly, the design is faulty. 
We should put one more pump on that line but we don't know if the pipes will 
stand the pressure, they may burst! So there are all these problems, but the 
Assocation people don't understand all this. (nt#Md7.4) 
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Transparency, in other words, cannot be used to really reveal the failures in the 

system. The discourse of "practical difficulties" is used to convey a complex confluence 

of technical problems, the engineers' own powerlessness in the organizational hierarchy, 

resource constraints, disorderly histories and routinized secrecy. Tales of disorder thus 

sometimes serve the purposes of state as well as myths of order. At these junctures, the 

engineers switch back to the pubHc relations mode of "giving explanations." When I 

asked Prasad what "transparency" and "accountability" meant to him, he said: 

We have to explain to people, we have to bring their attention to our problems. 
For example, that there is an acute problem of supply, we cannot give water in the 
pipelines, I explain to people, I let them know the problems. (nt#Md 11.2) 

While engineers largely conducted these relationships in polite but authoritative 

manners, the tactic of "giving explanations" sometimes took perverse forms, especially in 

the hands of lower-rung office staff. Explanations were flung at the public with the 

expectation that this would suffice as service. I witnessed countless episodes in which 

the engineer or office staff invoked some organizational bottleneck to explain to a 

customer why a leak had not been fixed or the pump was unlikely to be repaired in the 

near future, and then proceeded to display indignation or resentment if the client was not 

fully appeased by this: "This is the best I can do, what can you expect, the worker is 

drunk half the day, how much more can I do, can't you have some patience?" 

"Explanations" after all are legion, and easy to come by in the depots. The public's 

awareness of the problems of the state sector is called upon to win the officers some 

slack. 
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To many engineers, transparency referred to measures that allowed consumers to 

fill complaint slips directly, or the fact that complaint numbers were given to consumers, 

or that their signature were required. To some middle level field officials, transparency 

and accountability meant online systems of billing and collection, allowing billing in 

field offices to be directly monitored at the head office and allowing consumers to access 

their entire accounts, arrears, annual valuation, and other details. 

While the engineers acknowledged the calls to improved service that the reforms 

articulated, they also revealed how the circumstances under which they were called upon 

to improve performance often produced a subversion of the effects. Sundari, who 

generally appeared to be an earnest and hardworking official, explained: 

One problem is that we are not getting funds - we do not get enough money to 
run the depots adequately. This is because of the big projects - all the money is 
being spent there. We prepare estimates for depot improvements, but the 
approval gets delayed, so we use imprest cash and do the work step by step. For 
example, if I want to flush a mains, I have to make cuts at three locations 
simultaneously, but each cut needs about Rs. 750, so I cannot complete the project 
with the imprest cash [of Rs.lOOO]. This is one failure in Metrowater now. 
(nt#Mdl8.4) 

Time and Discipline in the Depots 

The most intense challenge that depot engineers identified, almost without 

exception, was the unprecedented pressure that reforms had brought on their time. They 

expressed this in varying registers of bitterness, suggesting that this pressure undermined 

all positive aspects of the reforms for them. As Sriram put it. 

We learn about public relations and we have already killed the public! There is 
nothing we can do about that. If you really want to serve, increase the labor force. 
You ask four people to do the job ten people used to do, you will never be able to 
serve the public. The reforms are reducing labor, but now you have five Chief 
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Engineers and any number of Superintending Engineers and Executive Engineers 
- all coming to inspect, but where is the actual work? (nt#Md9.1) 

Sundar said; 

Everything is up to us depot engineers now, and customers expect immediate 
responses! An eight-hour day is not enough! Especially because we don't have the 
labor and the materials. But people are not prepared to wait a day or so. People's 
expectations are much higher these days. ... Some clients cite all the publicity 
and say: but look what is happening here! 

Reforms are definitely making AEs work more, but without adequate facilities it 
is getting very difficult. We get ten to fifteen complaints a day and can only 
address five or six. The workers don't stop working before 5.30 p.m. (nt#Md5.3) 

These discourses must be seen in the light of the wide variations in time 

management practices across depots - some appeared always buzzing with urgency, 

while a few seemed to effectively close shop by early afternoon. Some depot offices 

started promptly at 8 a.m. and had dispatched their labor teams by nine. At others the 

engineer did not appear until 10.30 a.m. and workers waited around idly half the 

moming. Accounts of long hours in the depot were sometimes also framed in a discourse 

of heroic timings, in which midnight vigils over blocked street sewers or two a.m. visits 

to filling stations were presented as essential to the job. As Chandran put it: "In this job 

we have to be prepared to work 24 hours, we don't know when something will come up!" 

(nt#Md5.1). Murali portrayed the area engineers as people who "just forget about 

families and homes and keep working" (nt#Ma 3.2). Arun, a mid-level field engineer, 

was somewhat unimpressed by this ethic: 

Abroad, people enjoy weekends, and working hours are limited. Here there is no 
such consideration. Here they give a lot of encouragement to working overtime. 
There are words of approval if you are at the office at 8.30 p.m. ... Even the MD 
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goes home at 10 pm. Sometimes if somebody is not still at his desk at 7 p.m., he 
can be transferred! There are no policies, no rules - it is taken for granted that the 
government works 24 hours! The public expects it. Ten years ago we had fixed 
timings of nine to six, but now the political pressures are heavy. (nt#Mdl7.2a) 

The culture of heroic timings is, not surprisingly, not celebrated by the women. 

Hema, describing the responsibilities that have been added to the depot manager's role, 

said: 

We are asked to stay until 8 or 9 p.m., we can't have any personal lives, can't 
spend any time with our children. Now I regret I took this job. And we can't get 
any work done here either. I have so much to do, but I just spend my time 
between this and that! It is all just confusion! To be honest, there is no time 
management here - anybody can call us at any time - we all have pagers, so there 
is no escape, no peace! Meetings are called at any time, and once we get there 
they just make us wait for hours! (nt#Mdl6.1) 

Like other female depot engineers whose husbands traveled for long periods, 

Hema found it extremely difficult to fulfil the endless expectations and the increasing 

supervision in depot work. She said: "They should give us flexible timings and we will 

get the work done, we are not children! (nt#Mdl6.1) 

While the management trainers at the head office stressed time management and 

efficiency, engineers wasted enormous amounts of time and effort in rituals of accounting 

to senior engineers: waiting endlessly for meetings to be called or convened, switching 

their schedules to accommodate the constantly shifting schedules of their supervisors. 

The official celebrations of Ayudha Puja at area offices required the attendance of all 

depot staff. I attended the event at one area office: staff from about ten depots assembled 

and waited over an hour before they were told that the puja time had been moved to two 

hours later. Most of them returned to their depots and came back again for the puja two 

hours later. 
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Most of the engineers felt overloaded by the increased responsibilities at the 

depots, particularly for new programs that the government and the agency were proudly 

promoting, like rainwater harvesting (RWH). In the latter part of the 2002 monsoon 

season, all field engineers were engaged in a massive RWH drive, unprecedented in the 

history of Metrowater. All the engineers, without exception, saw their role in this— 

which was to ensure that every building in their divisions installed RWH structures—as a 

chore. Sriram said: 

This door-to-door drive - it throws all our work into chaos - we're like oodhu 
bathi [incense sticks] salesmen! This is not what AEs should be doing! Between 
this stuff and the revenue drive and our own routine work, we don't know what 
we should be doing! The government is just bringing confusion" (nt#Md9.3) 

Hema said: 

The department has promised the government that almost all houses will have 
RWH structures in place by 2003. How is this possible? We need to give 
education, awareness, we need to speak to people, where do we have the time -
we barely get a spare moment! (nt#Mdl6.1) 

During the drive, engineers were under constant pressure to report on their 

progress and to provide lists of residences that had installed structures to the area and 

head offices. Demands for these lists were constant; sometimes they were needed at 

short notice, requiring the engineer to drop all her work in order to complete and send in 

a list. Sometimes workers, having just returned from a day of digging, had to be 

dispatched to inspect and list structures in the neighborhood in order to fulfil one of these 

last-minute demands for information. 
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The RWH drive provoked special frustration in the northern zones of the city, 

where poverty and congestion made it close to impossible for the engineers to find any 

takers. As Sriram put it. 

This area is a hundred percent slum, people can hardly meet three meals a day, 
how can you compel them to do this? Superiors simply turn a deaf ear when we 
point out the problems. They keep asking for registers and lists all the time and 
want to know why so few have been done. The people on the other hand ask: 
why can't the government do it? (nt#Md9.3) 

The reforms' goals of better public service, seen against their operational policies of 

reducing staff, gave rise to cynicism. As Sameer put it. 

Slowly the department has changed our lives with more and more work, less 
labor, and expecting top quality work. Earlier there were no time limits, but we 
still did good work because there was enough labor. (nt#Mdl3.1) 

Hema said: 

The department is implementing a lot of reforms, but they are not providing the 
necessary resources for us to do reforms. Mainly manpower. I have no office 
assistant. These people [laborers who assisted her in the office] have to manage 
somehow. ... The responsibilities of AEs have increased tremendously. Because 
of reforms there is more paperwork. Now we have to take care of RWH, leak 
detection, revenue, registration of wells... (nt#Mdl6.1) 

Depot Engineers as Revenue Collectors 

Bringing revenue collection under the jurisdiction of the depot engineers was 

hailed by the Metrowater board as among its more effective reforms, representing a 

devolution of powers to the field engineers, and a bid to "achieve the twin objectives of 

bringing about a harmonious synthesis between the engineering and financial wings of 

the Board and ... making the real operational units of the organization (i.e.) Depot 

Engineer's office as a focal point..." (CMWSSB AR 1997-98: 47). 
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Engineers on the ground had a different perspective. A group of depot engineers 

who shared an office responded to my initial question about reforms by looking each 

other for a moment, muttering, "What has changed?" and then bursting out, almost in 

chorus: "Engineers have become revenue collectors, that is the main change!" To them, 

it was one more responsibility added to their already overloaded job descriptions. Veena 

demanded: 

Are we to look after leaks, or pollution, or maintenance, or revenue, or what? 
Earlier we just had routine maintenance work, now we have all this other stuff! 
That is the main reforms! Especially the revenue part: now targets for collection 
are set at 80 percent of the demand, and we get penalized if we don't meet them. 
(nt#Mdl4.1) 

But revenue collection was not simply one more responsibility - it had become a 

primary aspect of the depot engineer's role, and a major indicator of depot performance. 

Annual awards for best depot performance now focus on the achievement of revenue 

targets. Various other incentives are offered to encourage engineers to take initiative in 

improving collections by, among other steps, detecting and regularizing illegal 

connections. Engineers were unanimous in claiming that the dramatically increased 

collections in recent years were due to their involvement, specifically to their mandate to 

link payment with service provision and to threaten cut-off action for non-payment. 

Increasingly, AEs and depot staff demand whether clients have paid taxes and 

charges before they address their complaints. During the revenue drive of 2002, 

hundreds of thousands of cut-off notices were issued: a large part of the engineer's daily 

activities during those days involved signing the notices and sending the depot labor off 

to deliver them. Sundar commented: 
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Metrowater has become very keen on revenue collection. It is now levying 
surcharges for arrears on payments. The Corporation revised the value of 
properties at some point for a retrospective period of two to three years, and 
Metrowater is demanding a surcharge even on that retrospective period, so people 
are objecting. Many have even hired lawyers. But Metrowater is not forgiving 
any dues. ... The organization is going completely in a commercial direction. It is 
mainly interested in collections and charging. Even if we don't supply water we 
still have to collect - this does not help us in dealing with the public. But 
Metrowater is not willing to spend either - every year the amount given to depots 
goes down. They collect crores on arrears - if they spent even 25 percent of that 
on maintenance it would satisfy the public, but they won't! (nt#Md5.3) 

The challenge of collecting payments was substantial, especially when there was 

no water in the system. In places like Annanagar, field officials claimed that the task was 

much easier because of the cooperation of Residents' Association officials in multi-

storied apartment complexes, who helped collect water charges from residents. 

Commercial customers were hard to collect from, due to the upward revision in 

assessments and the huge arrears they had created. Other difficult customers were 

agencies like the Housing Board. "It is a government department after all," said the AE, 

adding that they expected surcharges to be waived because of this, but that the Board was 

giving no waivers to anybody! "Even IAS officers are not being excused" (nt#Mdl9.3) 

The revenue drive left the engineers feeling overwhelmed and unable to cope. As 

Sriram put it. 

They want us to do RWH, if we do well there they will say: what about the 
revenue collection? If we achieve that, they say: what about the sewage blocks? 
And all the mains, house connections, leaks, are under our charge, all this with no 
labor! So we all develop the mentality: "I can't do all this, so why bother to do 
anything?" There are no men, no funds, no materials! If Metrowater is 
collapsing, it is because of one thing - there is no consultation from the bottom. It 
is all orders from the top: do this, do that, with no idea of what the real needs in 
the field are. If the Chief Minister is passing by, we have to drop everything and 
clear the drainage, the rest of the time nobody looks at [this division]. (nt#Md9.3) 
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Sameer commented: 

Engineers are being asked to be managers, that is, deal with taxes and all that. 
This would be okay if we had enough staff and facilities... (nt#Mdl3.1) 

But some field engineers did not approve of the commercialization of the 

organization. Chandran declared: 

Metrowater is a service department, not a revenue department. From the lowest to 
the highest level we should be service-oriented, should supply everybody, from 
SC to Adi Andhra, the poor, the rich, all. How can we be commercial? So much 
is being invested, it is hard to recuperate all this from the people. For example, 
we spend 5 lakhs to extend a line to a slum - how can 200 to 300 poor people pay 
for this? (nt#Md6.2) 

The solution he proposed was to meter all connections and charge on the basis of 

consumption. Radha pointed out that the new surcharges levied for late payment were 

arousing hostility from the public and rendering public relations increasingly difficult. 

She challenged the organization's right to collect surcharges for late payment: 

What business do we have to charge a late fee? Is Metrowater functioning at a 
hundred percent, to justify this? Is it efficiently fulfilling its role? ... MW is 
becoming very commercialized, has been ever since [a former head of the 
organization]. He used to keep insisting: if you do any work, first calculate what 
you will get out of it, what will the organization get out of it? (nt#Mdl0.1). 

Fiscal discipline 

Apart from the crunches in time and manpower, field engineers also repeatedly 

raised the problem of a tighter spending environment in O&M as a whole. Although they 

had a larger imprest amount in hand (a sum of Rs. 1000 which they could replenish when 

they had used it up and accounted for it), in practice the vast majority felt that funding for 

depot work had become very restricted. Sundar said: 
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Allocation of funds to the area have been very inadequate - all are struggling over 
the small funds available, especially in the last two years. Earlier we were able to 
fulfil the minimum requirements. Now preventive work cannot be done. For that 
matter even routine maintenance, like cleaning sewers and raising manholes 
cannot be done. Where 100 to 200 manholes need raising, we get funds for 15, so 
nobody is satisfied. (nt#Md5.2) 

Hema pointed out that the funds crunch was affecting even the contractors they worked 

with: 

There are no funds for all the manholes that need to be raised. Earlier it was easy 
- we had lots of manhole covers in stock, but now there are absolutely no stocks, 
we have been waiting for months for manhole covers. There is no money for 
maintenance. I should be clearing silt [from the drainage system] once every two 
years. I will need to hire labor for this, but won't be able to get it reimbursed -
they raise too many questions.... 

Even contractors suffer. Now everything is tendered on "minus" - minus 36 
percent, minus 45 percent — this is minus department values^^ - how can these 
small contractors manage this? They have to cut down on quality, on wages! 
(nt#Mdl6.1) 

The lower spending on maintenance was seen as particularly unreasonable given 

Metrowater's comfortable financial position. As Veena saw it, 

Metrowater is not facing any financial crunch at all - it is one of the most healthy 
utilities in the state. We are taking outside loans only for big projects. But the 
effects of the State's [Tamil Nadu's] financial crunch is being imposed on us, 
even though we don't need it! (nt#Mdl4.1] 

However, Veena also pointed out that not all depots faced a shortage of funds; a lot 

depended on the area engineer's ability to lobby for the needed resources from the head 

office. This was corroborated by Radha, whose area engineer, as she claimed, had a 

sound analysis of the needs in his area: 

For most of the operations that the utility contracted out to private firms, tenders were called at starting 
rates far below what it had cost the organization to run them. 
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There is no shortage of funds here, we get what we need if the request is 
reasonable. The area engineer assigns it without any partiality - he has a good 
overview, he knows where the priorities are. For bigger jobs funds are harder to 
get, and now because of the drought we don't get money for tasks like manhole 
raising. .. .But the new area engineer is very strict. Earlier we could spend more 
freely. (nt#Mdl0.3) 

A common issue was the difficulty in accounting realistically for the imprest cash. As 

Radha outlined it. 

Accounting is a real problem. If you spend 4000 rupees, you can usually only 
claim 1000 - this is because the rates are fixed - the government's schedule of 
rates puts only Rs. 1.15 for a brick, but we have to pay Rs. 3 for bricks in the 
market, so you can never make up what you spend. This is why people don't do 
any work, don't take up projects. Or they have to make up the money somehow. 
(nt#Mdl0.3) 

Sundar, similarly, claimed that the imprest cash never adequately covered the range of 

needs at the depot. 

The imprest cash of 1000 is not enough. For example, to fix a water leak, I need 
about 4000 rupees, so I need to contract the job, I must get a work order and this 
takes time, and water gets wasted. So I sometimes just give money from my 
pocket and adjust. Some engineers would not take the risk, but when working on 
a war footing you have no choice. I would rather spend and make sure water is 
not wasted. Even materials, we have none on hand. I just bought a crowbar from 
my own pocket, and will try to get reimbursed at some point. (nt#Md 5.1) 

At the head office, a finance officer told me that field engineers' perceptions that 

budgets were being cut was simply a reflection of their subjective attitudes. 

Each engineer feels his quota has been cut, but I hold interviews with each area 
engineer in which I try to explain the priorities. I first have to take care of interest 
payments - that burden is increasing. We have to decide on priorities, and these 
may differ between the head office and the field. (In the field) the area engineer 
mostly goes by first-come-first-serve. They don't sit to plan, nobody understands 
this concept of prioritizing. Each depot engineer feels his work, his needs, are 
important!! (nt#Mh7) 
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However, many engineers associated tliis fiscal stringency in the field with a 

distrust of field engineers in an environment of increased vigilance and monitoring. The 

endless scrutiny by administrators, they claimed, resulted in even simple activities taking 

months to get done. 

Cultural change in the organization 

The managerial approach of the reforms, modeled on the New Public 

Management, focused on performance at the frontline in a framework that involved 

keeping a keener eye on the depot engineer. Frontline engineers experienced this as a 

changed organizational culture, involving a loosening of hierarchical channels of 

communication and more direct contact with senior officers. Some engineers, like 

Sundari, saw this as a helpful trend: 

Earlier [senior engineers] did not bother so much about us - they just left us to 
ourselves. But now because of all the projects [like Second Chennai, which 
depends on field supervision by depot engineers], there is much more 
communication through cell phones, pagers, etc. We can ask them for help, get 
more guidance, this is helpful. Relations with higher authorities have definitely 
improved. Also, because of more public awareness of what we do, there is closer 
supervision by our supervisors. ... Sometimes this pressure to respond to the 
public is a nuisance, but overall definitely an improvement. (nt#Mdl8.3) 

However, others perceived the closer controls on their movements as inappropriate, 

reflecting a violation of "proper procedure:" 

In [other organizations like] the PWD, the AE gives his report to the AEE [Asst. 
Exec.Eng. - equivalent to the DAE] and the EE [Exec. Eng. - equivalent to the 
area engineer], and the response comes back through these channels. Things have 
to go through the proper channels. But here the CE or SE or EE can call up 
directly and question you. Procedures are not followed! (nt#Mdl7.3a) 

Bharat said: 
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I prefer not to have too close communication with my higher officers - like the 
CEs and SEs, or even with my own area engineer. Because they breathe down 
your neck, pick up the phone and call you directly - your freedom is gone. I tell 
everything I need to the DAE and he can report to the area engineer. (nt#Md2.2) 

Hema even claimed that this compression of the hierarchical line control was causing 

more inefficiency: 

For small actions, we should be able to get permission from the area engineer and 
go ahead, but now the papers go all the way to the top and get lost! We have to 
keep sending out reminder after reminder!! (nt#Mdl6.1) 

Arun, a middle level engineer, revealed a key issue that underpinned these 

critiques: the new culture of communication infringed on the autonomous space that "the 

field" was all about. 

The improved communications have changed everything. Earlier we could not 
directly approach the higher officers, this had to be done through many mediating 
levels. We used to be more relaxed. When we are in a group, it is hard for 
supervisors to identify talents and faults. Now the approach is individual. There 
are no excuses. Everybody is guaranteed availability to everybody else! In no 
other department can you see this! 

Earlier you had to wait months to meet a superior officer. We could casually tell 
customers: "Go meet the CE if you want," knowing that they will bum out before 
they can meet him. We could pay his PA something and find out his schedule. 
But now anybody can reach the CE directly on his cell phone. Even the MD can 
be reached anywhere! In other departments the field officers can continue to 
escape. Here there is no escape! 

It was [the former head of the organization] who was responsible for all this - he 
took no excuses. He arranged for better transport and communications facilities 
for all field officers, then expected to see results. ... Thiry seven officers took 
VRS under him because they could not cope with his demanding style! 

Women are finding it especially hard ~ under this modem management 
technology you are responsible for the end result. Earlier you came, filled in your 
time, took your breaks, did what you wanted and went home. Now if there is a 
repeated block you are asked what efforts you have made to fix it! You are held 
responsible! (nt#Md 17.2a) 
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Thus, the increased transparency of field operations was greeted with 

considerable cynicism in the field, a product of the audit culture in which the field 

engineers, as they themselves recognized, were the disciplinary objects. Their resentment 

and cynicism was displaced, sooner or later, onto the public. Vidya was not approving 

when she noted that "the public now knows whom to approach, where and how!" (nt#Md 

8.1). "The public has become more aware" was a phrase I heard in every depot, from 

engineers and laborers alike, conveyed in the same tones as "The public has become 

much more demanding!" Thus public awareness and public demand are conflated and 

perceived as burdens. Field engineers frequently complained that senior officials had 

become all too amenable to receiving complaints directly from the public. As one 

complained, "Everybody has dhairyam [courage] these days - even a rickshaw man will 

call up the CE to complain!" (nt#Md 1.2). Veena said: 

Five or ten years ago people hesitated to come to the office, now they have been 
made so aware that even little children come to complain. The MD has 
announced that even a small complaint can be brought to him. (nt#Md 14.2) 

In the atmosphere of distrust and vigilance purveyed by the audit culture, the new 

channels of communication between layers of the hierarchy were often subverted. As 

Sriram put it, "We all learn to tell them what they want to hear!" (nt#Md 9.3). 

According to Vijay, "They [the senior officials] should uphold due process, they 

should say: don't come to me, go to the concerned depot. That is what [a former senior 

engineer] used to say. (nt#Md 1.3). Hema noted: 

Even the slum people are now aware of the 24-hour complaint cell at the head 
office! They say "We can go tell at your office!" This is unique to Metrowater -
they listen only to the public! We might give an opinion whether something is 
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feasible or not, but the authorities don't care. If the public asks, we have to do it! 
(nt#Md 16.3) 

The new push to "get things done somehow or other" replaces the earlier culture 

of hiding behind rules. It produces a further dissolution of the boundaries between 

personal and professional resources - several AEs, for instance, claimed that they had to 

lend money to their workers in order to get them to work. At the same time, the 

demanding rituals of accountability produce a distancing of engineers from their public 

service roles. 

Meanwhile, the more things changed, the more they stayed the same. The classic 

bureaucratic channels of upward accountability remained stronger in practice than the 

new systems of accountability to clients. Field engineers were still routinely called upon 

to service senior officials, and I frequently saw them drop all other work to respond to a 

call from the Head Office, to assist senior officers in their personal affairs. One female 

engineer (who had a small child and whose husband was out of the country) spent several 

hours after work attending on a family member of a senior bureaucrat during the latter's 

hospital visit in her division. Another spent a good part of two working days attending to 

a repair at the MD's residence. On several occasions, engineers were summoned 

urgently to get a road cleaned or drained, sometimes outside their division, because a 

government official or the MD might be passing that area. 

Consultation with depot engineers was not a common practice in the organization, 

although regular consultations were held with area engineers. Depot engineers were 

sometimes involved in discussions as part of consultancy studies or outside evaluations. 

Monthly meetings between area and depot engineers (or more occasional meetings 
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between more senior engineers and AEs) take the traditional form of reports traveling 

upward and enquiries and directives going downward. Meetings between depot 

engineers and the MD, for instance, are big events, elaborately prepared for and rehearsed 

in advance. 

Gayathri articulated what seemed to be a general feeling, that field engineers had 

lost their voice in the organization: 

We used to have a lot more say in what needed to be done, what kinds of 
improvements, how to fulfill our role. Now that so much is being privatized, 
higher authorities tell us what to do. We are much more curtailed now - we have 
to go by instructions from above. Even though we have some imprest cash for 
emergencies, the decisions on what work is to be done are given to us. Our own 
decision-making is limited. Priorities are set from above. (nt#Md 19.4) 

Ramesh reported that practices of horizontal teamwork to solve problems were 

sorely missing: 

There is no sense of working as a group, no shared sense of responsibility. We 
don't ever sit down as a group and discuss how to tackle a problem. Each officer 
at each level has different pressures to respond to. And even senior officers are 
just happy to pass on the buck. They get a complaint, they hand it over to the next 
level, or the concerned authority, and then they breathe a sigh of relief: "My job is 
done!" There is no sense of wanting to see the job fully done. Nobody wants to 
take any responsibility. (nt#Md 1.2a) 

Engineers attributed this retreat from responsibility to the shift in organizational 

relations that had empowered administrators and finance managers at the expense of 

engineers. Ramesh said: 

The whole problem is that engineers have been suppressed! Administrators now 
rule the place. There was a time when Metrowater was headed by just one Chief 
Engineer and he made all the important decisions and had real power. Now IAS 
officers control everything. The Engineering Director is just a dummy now. 
Take the PWD - there the Chief Engineer is in charge of the whole operation. 
The only IAS officer above him is the secretary to government. So he can answer 
to all technical issues. Here engineers are nothing. They are not given any 
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respect for what they say. And our CE does not have the strength to stand up and 
defend his points, he just listens to what his superiors say! (nt#Md 1.2a) 

A senior field engineer, Pradeep, saw this shift as contributing to priorities being poorly 

set in the organization: 

I was a depot engineer for five and a half years, then a DAE for two and a half 
years. My opinion is that if proper preventive maintenance is done, we should not 
have any problem. The concept of preventive maintenance, unfortunately, is not 
properly understood by finance. Finance managers have to believe technical 
people, their analyses of the problems. (nt#Mt 1.2) 

Engineers described confrontations in the field with Information and Facilitation 

Officers (IFOs) who attempted to challenge their authority in the depots. They also 

commented bitterly that finance officers now came to the field to check water 

connections. This tendency toward increased vigilance, and the divisive effects it 

produced, were confirmed by Gopalan, a retired senior engineer of the organization: 

Any anonymous petition is given undue attention these days. This is the main 
reason why officials - especially engineers - are cautious and reluctant to take 
any initiative. It makes them very defensive. So they just save themselves 
trouble, and don't do anything. Petitions are invariably forwarded to the financial 
or administrative people, who have no idea of the problems the engineers face. 
So the general attitude is: why should we bother? ... There was a time when 
petitions were ignored unless they were signed. But we are living in a 
democracy! (nt#C 30.2) 

The atmosphere of horizontal distrust across departments evidently led to tensions 

in the vertical relationship between senior field engineers and depot engineers. As Radha 

put it, 

AEs are responsible for everything! Our higher officials don't take responsibility 
for anything! If any questions are raised by auditors or anybody, they will not 
answer them, they just forward them to the AEs - the tapal [file] is just 
transferred! ...Everybody trembles to talk to the MD. Technical people do not 
speak out any more. The CE should give proper explanations about engineering 
issues, but they are all afraid to speak. (nt#Md 10.1) 
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Field engineers were also critical of the experience and competence of many 

senior engineers, which had been compromised, they claimed, by quick promotions and 

frequent transfers at senior echelons. Sriram commented; 

The authorities have no idea - there is absolutely no relationship between the 
reality and their recommendations - they say workers must not go down the 
sewers, we must use machines, but this is just not feasible! We're in Africa-like 
conditions and what they push is America-like changes! (nt#Md 9.1) 

In this general atmosphere of distrust and division across the depots, I also noticed 

that practices promoting collegiality and team spirit were weak or absent. Prominent 

religious festivals were celebrated, but in highly formal styles in which organizational 

hierarchies were ritually reinforced. In 2002, Metrowater held an intra-agency sports 

event, its first in five years. The event was poorly attended: some areas sent nobody but 

the contestants. One area engineer had scheduled a meeting for all his depot engineers to 

coincide with the time of the sports meet. 

An association of Metrowater engineers had existed in the past, but by 2001, it 

was dissolved. Balan, a senior engineer who had been responsible for launching the 

association and keeping it running for several years, told me that its purpose had been, in 

part, to dissolve the structural faultlines that had existed across engineering cadres in the 

organization: 

The Board was constituted from three or four different groups - PWD, TWAD, 
the Municipal Corporation, and new recruits. So there were four fairly distinct 
groups of engineers. There were a lot of mutual disputes between these groups 
due to issues of internecine seniority when it came to promotions. This kept them 
in separate groups — they would not mingle. Some of us thought to bring them all 
together, at least at the lower levels - the AEs. This was in the mid to late 80s. ... 
It started well. People mingled. We met about once a month, celebrated 
promotions, sometimes had experts come and give talks, met with other 
engineering groups. ... But it could not be sustained, because of another 
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distinction within Metrowater, between O&M AEs (which was the larger group) 
and others. O&M has better facilities, so those engineers tend to want to stick to 
their posts and not move into the other wings. They would not mingle readily. 

Then there is the separation between diploma engineers and degree engineers, 
known as JEs and AEs. We wanted a forum that would include all these. So 
another association was formed in the late 1990s called the Society of Metrowater 
Engineers - it had no restriction by cadre or qualification. It ran for two to three 
years, from 1998 to 2001, then I got transferred and nobody else seemed 
interested in keeping it together. Senior engineers were not interested because 
they thought they'd lose their importance by mingling with their juniors, so they 
slowly stopped coming. 

Interviewer: What kinds of issues were raised and discussed? 
Balan; There were not many issues raised, only routine matters. We requested 
more skills upgrading and improvement of facilities and working conditions for 
engineers, we asked for more objective methods to identify and reward those who 
worked. But these efforts did not really bear fruit... The management was not 
really interested. I blame the senior engineers. ... So it was more like a social 
gathering. Only I and another SE could keep it going. (nt#Mh 10) 

Balan perceived an urgent need to revive the forum in order to keep engineers' 

perspectives heard in the organization and to raise their morale. 

If we don't revitalize this association, engineers will lose their importance - they 
will not be real engineers, they will be just employees. At the moment they have 
no plan, no vision, they just come, do their work and go... Fifteen years ago the 
morale was much better, there was a real sense of expectation, because this Board 
was the first of its kind - people thought more work would be done, more benefits 
would be found both for the public and the employees. But now it is just another 
government department. The Board was created with so much optimism, 
expectation, opportunity. (nt#Mh 10) 

Balan noted that while the culture of the organization had improved significantly in terms 

of its service ethic and its interaction with the public, its internal culture had deteriorated. 

A lot has improved in consumer relations. Officials have a clear framework, they 
can tell people directly what they can expect and when. Earlier it was the typical 
bureaucratic style: "What we do, you have to accept!" Overall, I think there has 
been some improvement in the delivery of services. The morale is better today in 
so far as the services to the public are concerned, but not in terms of their own 
working conditions. These are worse! If the AE feels something needs to be 
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improved, he lacks the ability to communicate this to the authorities.... Engineers 
want to have some autonomy, some status, some independence to do things. They 
don't get that - they are just treated as any other government official, not like 
professionals! (nt#MhlO) 

Kathy Ferguson, in The Feminist Case Against Bureaucracy (1984), contends 

bureaucratic organization produces a feminization of lower level bureaucrats and their 

clients. Bureaucratic power, exercised through the fragmentation of tasks, the separation 

of planning from execution, and the simultaneous operation of hierarchical domination 

and diffusion of authority ("rule by nobody"), forms subjectivities, she argues, in 

peculiarly feminine ways. Ferguson analyzes femininity as a subject position produced 

by the exercise of power, which entails certain traits of character, styles of interaction and 

patterns of thinking and speaking. Feminization, then, 

involves the extension of the depoliticizing, privatizing aspects of women's 
traditional role to the sectors of the population who are the victims of bureaucratic 
organization, both administrators and clients. Both groups are placed in 
institutional situations in which they must function as subordinates ... 
Feminization refers to the spread of ... traditional feminine traits to 
bureaucratically defined subordinates. (1984:93) 

In Ferguson's analysis, values of compassion, solidarity and generosity, devalued 

by the dominant structure, are distorted by subordinates to serve the interests of the 

powerful; the oppressed are drawn into complicity with the exercise of power, which 

"produces subjects appropriately readied for subordination" (ibid: 94). Clients and lower 

level bureaucrats learn the language and the strategies of the system, including 

"impression management:" being attuned to the moods and wishes of their superiors, 

knowing the right images and discourses to deploy, and maintaining isolation from each 

other - while also cultivating strategic alliances across these barriers. They are 
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depoliticized by not being permitted to develop a full analysis of the system - this allows 

bureaucratic domination to be experienced as "oppression by nobody", an oppression 

difficult to locate and oppose. My analysis in this chapter, while drawing on Ferguson's 

analysis, moves beyond it to show how the NPM-style reforms, in attacking traditional 

bureaucratic styles of work, only reinforce the processes of feminization through which 

field bureaucrats and their clients displace systemic oppression into hostility toward each 

other. 

CONCLUSION: DISCOURSES OF COLLAPSE 

Alongside the discourses of transformation wrought by reforms, and intersecting 

with them, I found discourses of the impending collapse of the agency. These discourses, 

unique to the field level personnel, reflected the state of their own morale as much as 

their analyses of the organization itself. Ramesh described his work in the following 

terms: 

All we do as engineers is implement delaying tactics! That's all we are capable of 
doing, that's what our job has become! We know that a job cannot be done, we 
just keep reassuring the public that it will be done. As depot engineers we are not 
making use of the training we received as civil engineers, to solve problems in a 
pro-active way. We should be managers. But we are just cow-herds, somehow 
driving the workers along. (nt#Md 1.2a) 

Part of the dip in morale derived from the engineers' frustration with the lack of 

promotions, but much of it simply reflected the daily tensions of depot work under the 

given conditions. Vidya claimed to be simply marking time until she became eligible for 

the Voluntary Retirement Scheme (VRS): 
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In a few years time they will reduce the requirement [for VRS eligibility] to 15 
years, then I will have just a few years to go! This work is too tension-causing, it 
is too much!! I believe we should just give it all out for privatization. Because 
we just do not have enough labor! How can we do the job? I have six water 
workers and not one of them has come to work today! How am I expected to 
address complaints? The department won't hire any more labor. How can O&M 
function without labor? In order to do O&M you have to have men and materials, 
those are the two main requirements! (nt#Md8.1) 

Gayathri, on the other hand, ascribed this perceived deterioration in the 

organization to the ongoing privatization drive: 

The government has already decided to privatize, that is the stated goal, the 
direction in which we are going. Based on that decision everything else is 
happening. The government is forcing it on us! (nt#Md 19.4) 

The low morale in the field in many cases enveloped the engineer's subjective 

assessment of her skills and personal development. Radha, a confident and apparently 

competent engineer, confessed: "My main issue here is that I am not using my education! 

To do this job, a plus-two [post-matriculation] qualification is enough!" When I asked her 

what had changed with the reforms, she thought for a while, and responded: 

I have only one thing to say: my education is going to waste. You lose everything 
you studied. Your knowledge of English goes to zero, your writing ability goes to 
zero, your computer knowledge goes to zero, you even forget your engineering! 
We become little different from an "SSLC-pass" person!... They must try to 
keep up the standard of AEs. 

In her view, the main difference between central and State government services 

was that, in the former, promotions were based on skills, merit and performance. "Even a 

laborer can apply for a promotion if he can prove himself. Here it is only seniority: even 

wooden logs, if they lie around long enough, can get promoted! (nt#Md 10.1). 

But for Hema, another highly trained engineer, the devaluing of engineering skills 

had produced a self-fulfilling cycle of deskilling that made her reluctant to learn anything 
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new: "They are trying to teach us computers but I don't want to learn new things!!" 

(nt#Md 16.1). Mala declared that the only way to put Metrowater on a better track was to 

ask field engineers for their input: "They should call AEs and ask them what the 

problems are. What difficulties they face, what their suggestions are for tackling them. 

What skills they have and can contribute. Not just blame them!" (nt#Md 15.1). Sameer, 

however, felt that while his personal ambitions were not, and might never be, met in the 

agency, things may be going in a good direction in general: 

There is no scope for creativity here. You cannot even use the computers: they are 
meant for revenue, but if I want to type a letter on it, I cannot! That is just 
foolishness! There is no scope to improve ourselves! ... I am just waiting to 
leave! There is no future for employees of Metrowater. But the organization 
itself will go on. Maybe it will change to something better. See, this 
globalization policy that was started all over the country by Manmohan Singh in 
1991 - it has faced a lot of hurdles, but if it comes back on track, it will be good! 
Privatization will be good - Metrowater should go on even if we are not here. As 
the DAE was telling the workers today - if you don't do the work somebody will! 
The private workers will do it! People will have to pay for their water. Even the 
slum people can pay a little! Now they have come to expect everything free 
because the government is providing it. ... In comparison with other government 
departments, Metrowater is quite responsive. We like to work here because we 
don't get transferred out of the city, but also because there is more commitment to 
serving the public. Even if we cannot solve the problems, we make people feel 
better by talking to them nicely. Have you ever seen the AEs of [the electricity 
board] or the telephone department out on the streets? Do they ever go and meet 
the clients? They are available for about one hour - between 2 and 3 in the 
afternoon! We have an open window system - we are available at any time! (nt# 
Md 13.2) 

Clearly, not all positive change, all virtuous resolve, all good things, can be 

accounted for under the rubric of reform, and especially not at the lower rungs of the 

organization. The colonizing eye of reform sees all improvement as part of itself. But its 

terms, vocabularies and programs are not always readily owned by field-level 

functionaries, even though many rally behind them to present certain accounts of 
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themselves. Differences in perspective based on locations in the organizational hierarchy 

appeared pronounced in some aspects: for instance, while engineers on the ground 

unanimously complained about inadequate staffing, administrators in the personnel and 

finance wings at the head office insisted that staffing in the field was adequate. 

Nevertheless, translations of reforms via field practice also produced subjects that 

internalized and espoused the visions of a commercialized service, even as they 

articulated their own growing alienation and despair. 

This chapter attempted to show how the tightened conditions under which 

frontline engineers delivered the service produced a more punitive stance toward the 

masses of urban poor, conceived as a disorderly, demanding and over-politicized public 

that were unwilling to pay for services. Reforms aimed at disciplining the frontline 

engineers thus also discipline this public. The incessant grumblings about the service on 

both sides of the counter reproduce the cultural intimacy of nationalism and the daily 

affective consciousness of the state. These are all part of the myth-making through which 

agency, power and powerlessness are represented, yet these myths and tales contribute to 

reifying relations of rule into the imagined entity of "a state. 
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CHAPTER 4 

"EVERYBODY KNOWS:" COMMON KNOWLEDGE AND HALF-TRUTH IN 

THE PRODUCTION OF "THE STATE" 

It was several weeks before I began to grasp the multiple layers of meaning that 

were carried in the field engineers' accounts of themselves as public servants. I slowly 

started to recognize and decipher the linguistic codes through which they revealed, and 

simultaneously disguised, the stakes and strategies that conjoined their personal goals 

with their public roles in the service. 

EUPHEMISM: LINGUISTIC NEGOTIATIONS OF MORALITY AND 

EXIGENCY 

Field engineers deployed a set of codes or euphemisms that circulated through the 

field of O&M, collectively shaping and indexing the inner logic embedded in this field of 

practice. These euphemisms reflected the practical meanings through which the units, 

boundaries and connections that structured the depot function were endowed with 

differential attributes and values. Categories like "the field," "the office," "public 

contact" and "personal work" began to be fleshed out in terms of the field engineer's 

daily need to negotiate between personal or professional motivations and imperatives on 

the one hand, and public demands and obligations on the other.^^ 

I discovered that Rose-Ackerman, a well-known scholar of corruption also began to "collect 
euphemisms" when she worked at the World Bank on an anticorruption project. "People told me that when 
a review of a program mentioned "governance problems," "unexplained cost overruns," or "excessive 
purchase of vehicles," this meant that corruption and simple theft were a problem" (1999:xi). 



211 

Judith Tendler, describing a unusually effective instance of "good government" in 

northeastern Brazil (Tendler 1997), claims that good workers in the program were 

distinguished from mediocre ones by the formers' preference for being out in the field. 

She also highlights the effectiveness of supervisors who visited the field regularly, 

practicing what she calls "management by wandering" (ibid:60). However, in my case, 

as I indicated in chapter 3, engineers who were out in the field a lot were liable to be seen 

either as conscientious workers or as corrupt people, absorbed with cutting illicit deals, 

"making collections," or "engaging in personal work." The field encompasses a domain 

of direct contacts. "Direct contact," then, was revealed as a key euphemism in the 

service, explaining much of the engineers' widely expressed preference for depot work 

over head office work, and adding meaning to their claims of obtaining great satisfaction 

from directly serving the public. This meaning also underpinned the engineers' 

disapproval of local politicians or officials from other departments, such as the 

corporation AEs, when they insisted on "meeting people directly." An engineer's 

readiness or reluctance to take me along on a field visit was often a clue that allowed me 

to distinguish between a situation that they saw as legitimately calling for their presence, 

and one that had a less defensible agenda. Bureaucrats-on-the-move, apparently, embody 

a very different kind of social relationship than does the typical bureaucrat-at-the-desk. 

In this scheme of meaning and value, a posting to an indirect or derivative branch 

of the service, such as the training center, is perceived as a punishment. A senior 

engineer serving at the training center commented on how this system of value-ascription 

affected the running of the training center: 
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We bring in outside people because we try to provide quality training, and this is 
not a place where the best engineers in Metrowater want to be posted. As you 
know, there is a lot of corruption in government, and this is not a post where you 
come across many opportunities. People prefer to be in the construction wing or 
in O&M, where they can make money. This is also considered a boring posting. 
It is like a punishment for many people. (nt#Mt 1.2) 

Sriram, a field engineer, confirmed this: 

Because we are all engineers, we like to be active, in the field, even if the depot 
posting is a headache. We are not teachers or trainers. The training center is like 
retirement. [He names an engineer posted at the training center] is probably being 
punished because he talked too much, too frankly. (nt#Md9.1) 

Wrapped within the discourse of engineers as active, then, was a logic that saw 

the loss of direct contact with the public as a loss of opportunity. Desk jobs are portrayed 

as impoverished in multiple senses. As Sundar put it, they offer "no responsibility, no 

contact with public, no other dealings - only official work. I should have spent only two 

years there [at a head office job], but was stuck there for 11 years" (nt#Md 5.2). 

Thus, "the public," has at least three interlinked meanings in the depot engineers' 

subjectively fashioned scheme of public service: one, as the source of their identity and 

job satisfaction as providers of a service; two, as a source of nuisance, disorder and 

complaints to higher authorities; and three, as a source of the tips and bribes that made 

much of the other two functions tolerable or worthwhile. The depot engineers' sociology 

of the public is informed by this additional aspect: slums were difficult to serve not only 

due to their recurrent problems of sewage blocks, flooded roads and rough populations. 

They also offered no "opportunities to collect." 
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Over time, the engineers began to spell these angles out to me more explicitly. 

The main difference between one depot and another, Sriram said, is in the amount of 

money you can make. His language expressed both disapproval and acceptance: 

There are no norms. People don't ask for depot assignments because they want to 
serve, but because of money, because it is a good area, with more decent people. 
(nt#Md9.1) 

As Radha described it, "Every AE wants to work in a post that is fruitful - none is 

willing to work in a slum" (nt# Md 10.1). "Skills in dealing with the public," apparently, 

were also a coded category: when I asked Mala how she acquired such skills, she gave 

me a double-layered explanation. She claimed that she had learned mostly on the job, but 

added that she had gained a lot of experience in the year and a half she had spent in the 

registration section at the head office. I was perplexed, until she clarified what she 

meant: she had learned to make about Rs.2000 a day by charging clients Rs.20 per 

registration application, as a 'tip'. 

But I worked hard - nobody else could work like that! I could be transferred at 
any time, so I had to take full advantage of the opportunity. Eventually Gayathri 
used ministerial influence to get the job , so I was transferred, but she could never 
work as hard as I did! That was a very efficient section when I was there, now it 
has gone down a bit. (nt#Md 15.1) 

Thus, "hard work" itself functions euphemistically to transmute the engineer's 

side earnings into an indicator of vigorous performance. Mala conveyed a sense of pride, 

even heroism, in her account of the standards she had set and the dynamism she had 

infused into the registration service even while she created her own opportunities in it. 

Conversely, energetic and dynamic field engineers are portrayed by other engineers, 

almost by default, as high earners. These practices thus construct a mutuality or 
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complementarity between hard work and money-making: they were frequently presented 

as two sides of the same coin, thereby rolling the sense of service in with the pursuit of 

"self-interest." Euphemism, then, works not just to substitute a favorable term for a less 

favorable reality; it refigures the relation between the two, pointing out their mutual 

dependence. Chandran explicitly elaborated this relation by telling me that he worked 

with more interest and commitment than the average field engineer, his motivation being: 

"One, because I want to get to know and serve the area well, two because I can get 

money" (nt#Md 6.1). 

The term "opportunity" is also coded in this way: engineers talk about the 

opportunities offered by different kinds of work. I also heard depot staff accuse each 

other of not "creating opportunities to earn ten paiseW" 

The compression of meaning and value through the use of euphemism goes to the 

heart of the problem of defining corruption.The issue of corruption has come to 

occupy the center of the global agenda of good governance since the mid 1990s. Almost 

all international and bilateral donor agencies, with the World Bank in the lead, have 

begun to systematically address corruption as a crucial institutional issue determining a 

country's success in achieving economic reforms, attracting investment, utilizing aid 

effectively, and fulfilling its developmental goals (Robinson 1998). The body of research 

on corruption is expanding rapidly as academic institutions, international NGOs (such as 

As Rose-Ackerman points out, whether a payment is regarded as a gift or a bribe is determined by the 
character of the ongoing relationship between the two parties. In the absence of legally enforceable 
contracts governing such payments, a recipient of a bribe "who fails to deliver can claim that the payment 
was just a gift from a friend or admirer. Similarly, the recipient of a gift with implicit strings attached can 
characterize it as a bribe if the relationship sours. Both sides to the deal have an interest in blurring the 
meaning of the payment in the eyes of the outside world while keeping it quite explicit between 
themselves" (1999:98). 
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Transparency International) and development agencies within individual countries bring 

the issue onto their mainstream agendas.'^'' 

The literature on corruption - both programmatic documents from the World 

Bank (cf. Kaufman 2000, Klitgaard 2000) and more academic pieces (Theobald 1990, 

Ward 1989, Robinson 1998) struggle with basic definitional issues. The most common 

definition, "the misuse of public power for private gain" (Rose-Ackerman 1999, Johnston 

1998, Robinson 1998, Kaufman 2000), contains two major problems. The first, as some 

scholars have noted, (Rose-Ackerman 1999, Theobald 1990, Schenck 1989) is the 

assumption of a clear distinction between public and private spheres, a distinction that is 

not always so well-defined in actual bureaucratic practice, especially in Third World 

societies. As Rose-Ackerman notes, in many such societies, "gift-giving is pervasive and 

highly valued, and it seems natural to provide jobs and contracts to one's friends and 

relations. No one sees any reason not to carry over such practices into the public realm" 

(1999:91). 

The second, closely related, problem is that the analysis of corruption deals 

almost entirely with transactions involving the "public sphere" - the domain of state-

controlled resources, government services and public office. Apart from issues of clearly 

delineating this domain, the reduction of the notion of corruption to the misconduct of the 

state, or its conflation with "bad government," gives rise to schematic analyses of the 

Many international donors have created program units dedicated to studying corruption and funding anti-
corruption efforts in Third World countries. Since 1997, all World Bank Country Assistance Strategies 
have included an assessment of "corruption risks to Bank projects" (Davis 2003). In India, corruption has 
become a prominent theme in the manifestos and conversations of political parties, bureaucratic agencies 
and confederations of industry. In the course of my 18 months of fieldwork, I attended no less than six 
meetings in the city on the topic of corruption. 
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inherent tendencies or qualities of state organizations - particularly in dirigiste regimes -

that theoretically create incentives for "rent-seeking." This conceptualization in turn 

lends itself to anti-corruption prescriptions that, as Davis (2003) and Tendler (1997) point 

out, focus on reducing the "damage" that the public sector can do under such regimes. 

The prescriptions center on macro-economic and sectoral policy reforms such as 

liberalizing and deregulating economic transactions, reducing the size of government, 

terminating programs that involve direct transfers (such as subsidies) by state agents, and 

creating markets for distribution of resources. The resultant commonsense of reforms 

thus sees privatization or marketization as obvious solutions to the inherent rent-seeking 

proclivities of public sector operations. These solutions are backed up with 

organizational re-engineering efforts modeled on the New Public Management (NPM), 

that subject public agencies and their functionaries to market-like pressures and 

incentives such as the disciphnes of demand-responsiveness. 

Davis (2003), following Kaufmann (2000), expands the above definition of 

corruption to include "a range of misconduct involving the use of public office for private 

gain, including bribery, extortion, theft and embezzlement." This definition privileges 

material exchanges. However other scholars of corruption contend that these mainstream 

definitions leave unexamined the wide range of local practices that carry different 

meanings and moral overtones in different political, cultural and historical contexts. The 

small corpus of empirical material on corruption suggests a multiplicity of forms and 

relations in which "rent-seeking" or the private appropriation of public resources occurs, 

across the states-markets divide. Some theoretical approaches, then, view corruption as a 
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modernist category and deconstruct its local meanings to emphasize the incomplete hold 

of modernity on civil politics and administration. James Scott (1972) distinguished 

between "parochial" and "market" forms of corruption; in the former, ties of kinship, 

affection or caste determine access to the favors of power-holders, and in the latter, 

benefits are accorded to those who can pay the most. Rose-Ackerman (1999) expands 

the concept of corruption to include practices of patronage and clientelism that are not 

always or immediately of a rhaterial character, such as inside information, early warning 

or special access. This raises further questions. Is a depot engineer, when he/she allows 

friends or family to hang around the office hoping for an early chance for a small 

contract, using public office for private gain? Is a senior officer who orders junior 

engineers to assist his family members through hospital appointments indulging in 

corruption? Clearly, neither can be categorized as bribery, extortion or theft, but the first 

may be more readily classified as corruption than the second within the highly 

hierarchical culture of Indian bureaucracy. 

Hans Schenck (1989) shows how patron-client dependencies entrenched within 

caste relations in India produce deviations from the rules of modem services, but are 

more socially accepted than deviations perpetrated through bribery. Yet, as Schenck 

points out, in both cases, local elites succeed in maintaining a long-term hold on benefits 

and power, even if practices like bribery allow a wider distribution of benefits in the short 

term. Rose-Ackerman (1999) carefully distinguishes between bribes, gifts, tips and 

straightforward sale (price) in assessing their relative effects on the fairness of allocation 
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and distribution of public resources.'*' She shows that while the first three can have 

certain efficiency effects, such as speeding up transactions or clearing the market under 

conditions of fixed supply, they can sometimes put powerless groups at a greater 

disadvantage than do market transactions. Concerns about corruption in much of the 

"good government" literature derive from its negative effects on a country's investment 

climate, the stability of its rule of law, or the security of private property (cf. Kauffman 

2000). But even more nuanced studies such as Rose-Ackerman's, that focus on 

distributional and equity effects, conclude that discretionary practices tend to 

discriminate against the less powerful groups in a polity.'*^ 

My study provides an ethnographic account of the informal, illicit and/or illegal 

practices of depot engineers, contextualized by their own perspectives on these practices. 

Exchanges of bribes, tips and special favors with clients, superiors, politicians, 

contractors, laborers and officials of other government organizations were so pervasive 

and normalized in the everyday relations at the depot, that my ethnographic lens all but 

absorbed them as the routine order of things. But the engineers, it turned out, had a well-

developed, though not always shared, moral economy that differentiated between what 

was acceptable and what was shameful, undignified or "too much," what they hid, from 

whom and why. The following section lays out the reasons why engineers felt impelled 

to engage in certain activities and how they explained them within the moral and practical 

She uses two criteria to make these distinctions: how much quid pro quo is involved (gifts and tips 
involve less explicit quid pro quo expectations while bribes and price are directly premised on returns); and 
whether the principle is made to the principal (the government, representative of the ultimate principle, the 
citizen) or the agent (the official or worker of the organization). 

These studies also point to wider moral and political costs, such as the erosion of the state's political 
legitimacy and a decline in the sense of fairness and order in a society (Rose-Ackerman 1999, Klitgaard 
2000, Haarhuis and Leeuw 2004). 
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logics of the daily service. In doing so, it also critiques the notion of "private" in 

standard definitions of corruption, as the unfettered individual pursuit of self-interest. It 

shows how the imperatives that drove money-making in the depots were constituted by 

professional pressures to perform and produce results in the depots under circumstances 

of increasing resource constraint. 

THE MORAL ECONOMY OF "CORRUPTION" IN THE DEPOTS 

Engineers encountered opportunities and pressures for illegal activity on a daily 

and routine basis. On a given day, several clients might request illegal connections, often 

via the depot labor. In some depots, politicians telephoned every morning demanding that 

the engineer collect on existing illegal connections or install new ones, and pay him or 

her a share of the take. Officials from the corporation or Housing Board sometimes came 

in with proposals for schemes that would satisfy ongoing demands from local elites and, 

in the process, bring in some "fruits" that could be shared. Contractors pestered the 

engineers for small works, with the understanding that the latter would receive a small 

cut. Table 2 suggests the range of agents and transactions through which benefits and 

resources are exchanged in the service. Intra-govemmental, intra-agency and intra-cadre 

(i.e. between AEs) exchanges were at least as common as exchanges across the service 

counter. 
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Table 2: A sample of illegal/informal transactions at the depot level 

Agents; direction of flow Nature and purpose of 
payment/beneHt sought 

Approximate 
magnitude of 
payment 

Metrowater AE -> local 
traffic police 

"Night work" permission Rs.50 per case 

Metrowater AE -> 
corporation AE 

"Road cut" permission Variable 

Metrowater laborer -> some 
Metrowater AEs 

Approvals for loan or leave 
applications 

Rs.50-100 per 
application 

Contractors -> some 
Metrowater AEs 

Signatures in "M-books" Variable 

Metrowater AEs councilors Transfers, other favors Variable 
Metrowater AEs senior 
Metrowater engineers 

Shares of "cuts" on new 
connections and other field 
transactions 

Fixed percentages 

Metrowater AEs -> 
Metrowater AEs 

Shares of "cuts" in collaborative 
projects 

Variable 

Clients Metrowater AEs Tips or bribes for repairs, new 
connections, illegal connections, 
other favors 

Rs.200-500 for 
new connections, 
variable for other 
favors 

Clients -> Metrowater 
laborers 

Tips or bribes for repairs, new 
connections, illegal connections, 
other tasks 

Variable, based 
on type of work 

Faced with these opportunities and pressures, engineers are forced to draw their 

Hnes and test them every day, in the process developing varied and shifting strategies for 

addressing them. Sundari, for instance, took recourse to passing the buck: when clients 

asked her for special favors, she simply asked them to get approvals from other (senior) 

officials or from politicians. 

The economy of the illegal connection runs so closely parallel to the formal 

system and is so heavily trafficked, that it raises the opportunity costs of doing "the right 

thing" for the engineers and poses a constant dilemma. I witnessed Hema facing such a 
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dilemma in handling a sewage problem at a woman's house in her division. The woman 

complained of recurrent problems of blocks in the sewage lines. After some investigation, 

the labor team found that her line was damaged and concluded that she needed a new 

connection to the main. The woman, meanwhile, had been telling Hema all about her 

financial problems: that her husband had left her, and she needed to get her daughter 

married. A new connection would cost the woman about Rs. 10,000 (Rs. 4800 in board 

fees, and at least as much in side payments to laborers and officials). Hema speculated 

(privately to me) that if she gave the woman an illegal connection, the side payments 

would be a little higher but the woman would save on the board fees. Listening to the 

woman pleading with her to do this as cheaply as possible, I could appreciate Hema's 

dilemma. She told me: 

The Area Engineer, DAE, etc., don't have to know about this. For every two legal 
connections there are ten illegal ones, so if we pay them well on the two legal 
ones, they can be kept happy! (nt# Mdl6.3) 

The discourse of being all but forced to take money was universally purveyed 

across the depots, and was related specifically to the nature of depot work. As Hema put 

it, 

Even a sadhu [saint or ascetic] will get spoiled in the depot! At first I never took 
money. When I first joined, I was posted at [the water treatment station] for 
several years, and there was no flow of money at all! Only since coming to the 
depot have I got into this. And I have still not learned how to demand money! 
(nt# Mdl6.3) 

Arun, a senior field engineer described in ironic terms his own learning experience: 

I was very innocent when I first joined. My in-laws asked me why I joined 
Metrowater. My answer was, "Because I can work in the city!" I did not know at 
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that time that you can make a lot of money in O&M. I was very innocent in my 
first depot, but I had a nice assistant [in sarcastic tones]. While I was new, the ex-
AE of that depot was continuing to collect pending money from my area without 
my knowledge. My assistant used to try and keep me in the office so that he 
could help with these collections and also so that nobody would know there was a 
new AE! (nt#Md 17.3a) 

Within the apparently universal and largely normalized practice of receiving 

unofficial dues, however, engineers drew lines around what was more or less morally 

acceptable. Most engineers described themselves as more ethical than unspecified others 

who were "really corrupt." One widely shared principle was that it was not wrong to 

accept money when it was offered, but it was wrong to demand. This, presumably, 

constituted the difference between a bribe and a tip. As Chandran declared. 

If people give happily, I take! I don't think that's wrong. In the Head Office I 
was working in a particular wing [he would not say which one] in which you 
worked only about two hours, but made lots of money - it was the happiest and 
most relaxed job! My family kept asking if I still had a job, because I was home 
so much! (nt#Md 6.2) 

The local definition of corruption is conditioned by a frame in which receiving 

tips was not only not wrong, but actually helped to organize the queue in a context where 

time and resources were scarce. In Chandran's view. 

This is an opportunity that comes once in a lifetime - to serve the public, and to 
make money. We do this work for some satisfaction, some peace of mind, and 
some money! If that is not there, how can you be motivated to work? There is 
nothing wrong with that, is there? For example, the builders I went to assist this 
morning gave me Rs 200, that is why I ran around with some enthusiasm. (nt#Md 
6.2) 

Davis, in her study of corruption among junior staff in a cross-section of water 

and sanitation services in South Asia, also showed how a relativistic frame conditioned 

the definition of corruption among her informants: a field officer in her study claimed 



229 

that petty exchanges at local levels were not really corruption: "No one calls this as 

corruption, even... [Corruption] is happening at the higher levels where greater 

opportunities for rent-seeking exist" (Davis 2003: 57). 

Chandran's vision of fairness included the equitable distribution of such 

opportunities among all field engineers: 

We should have people work for a maximum of three years in one place. There 
are so many different kinds of jobs for engineers: those where you can make 
money, those that leave you free, those where you are free AND make money, 
those where you work all day and get no "vitamins!" So they should give 
everyone a place for three years - circulate them and equalize opportunities. It is 
not fair that Nathan is in depot YY for five years! (nt#Md6.2) 

Beyond issues of personal motivation and opportunity, however, corruption in 

Metrowater was apparently related to issues of performance and competence in the 

depots. Several engineers independently claimed that the circumstances of depot work, in 

particular the pressure to spend more money in O&M than they could officially 

recuperate, forced them to find ways to supplement official sources of funding. Gayathri, 

for instance, said, 

[Engineers receive money] because they also have to spend a lot! Even me, I 
have to spend from my pocket if some IAS officer in my division demands work 
to be done at his residence. So we have to make it up somehow. The only way 
for AEs is through new connections. One thing, I never insist and demand. But if 
people give... Even then I never take directly, it is channeled through others. And 
also, it has to be shared. There are four people that receive shares, the Area 
Engineer, the DAE, the AE and the depot assistant, and it's on a fixed percentage 
[she is coy about the exact percentages]. The amount varies depending on the 
socio-economic group of the client. But they usually pay quite a good sum 
because it is a one-time amount. ... I never take money for illegal connections -
anything that hurts the department or takes money away from it I don't do. But 
some male AEs do such things. (nt#Md 19.3) 
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I asked her about other practices I had heard about, such as receiving small bribes 

to reduce the client's arrears on the record. She replied: 

The depot manager: he does things like that. But I am keeping a strict eye on him. 
Sometimes councilors demand money from us too, but in my depot I am very 
clear with them: I don't work for them and won't make money for them! (nt#Md 
19.3) 

Several engineers identified new connections as their only acceptable avenue for 

making money as it yielded a single large sum and was a practice institutionalized within 

the hierarchy of field engineers. Even within this avenue, however, some engineers drew 

lines around whom they would take from. Sameer said: 

The only way [to make money] is with new connections. There too, we cannot do 
it directly, only through plumbers - for flats and buildings. Not from individuals, 
that is too horrible, we must not do that. And not from labor - if we take money 
from them they will never listen to us any more. They take money, but they share 
it among themselves. I would never take from the workers (nt#Md 13.2) 

Not all engineers, however, had such compunctions, and as later sections of this 

chapter show, working with and through laborers to make money was a common 

practice. 

Anand, who had recently moved into depot work, corroborated Gayathri's claim 

that engineers were forced to earn money to finance daily operations at the depots. 

There are VERY few depot engineers who do not take money!! In Rome you have 
to do as the Romans. In the depots you need the extra money to meet day-to-day 
expenses. In seventeen years working in the Sewage Treatment Plant I never 
touched apaisa from contractors or others! I am very experienced at living within 
my salary, even saving from it. But the depot is a different story - here you have 
so many other expenses for which you cannot be reimbursed, like giving money 
to the laborers, hiring private workers, purchasing materials, etc. For example, 
we get about Rs.600 to 700 to fix a leak - that is not near enough. ... So we have 
to supplement our income. If people give, I take. But not from poor people -
even if they give, I won't take from them. But building contractors and others, 
they offer money, we take it. (nt#Md 7.3) 
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This account of fiscal pressure in the depots was also confirmed by a senior 

engineer, Pradeep, who had formerly served in the depots. He indicated that these 

pressures had been exacerbated by the reforms and their emphasis on getting the job 

done. 

Depot engineers have to spend money on a daily basis, which they often cannot 
recuperate. For example materials - there have been a lot of reforms on the 
materials side, but at one time all spares and materials were centrally purchased 
because of reduced bulk rates. As in any organization, the monitoring of spares 
and inventory is not coordinated, so when a depot engineer is under pressure to 
get a job done he often has to purchase the part on the open market, and due to all 
kinds of red tape, he sometimes cannot get reimbursed for it. 

Also, laborers tend to expect money on a daily basis. Habitually many of them 
drink liquor because of the kind of work they do. To make them work outside 
office hours, the AE often has to give them some incentive, some tea money or 
something. The pressure is there. They are paid Rs.4000 a month, but they are 
used to making money on the side. To some extent this is why their pay is not 
higher. This kind of thing - allowing for corruption - is done even in the private 
sector. For example, the guy who delivers your gas cylinders is paid less because 
the owners know fully well that he gets tipped at every house where he delivers. 
(nt#Mt 1.2) 

Many engineers routinely hire additional labor on a daily wage basis to 

supplement their team or to compensate for the frequent absences of their regular 

workers. As Chandran explained. 

There is a lot of digging to do, and out of ten complaints, only two can be handled 
with our labor, so I have to hire people, otherwise I cannot manage. Many others 
do this too. The Area Engineer cannot solve our labor problems. ... And if 
somebody works too hard and saves all his money and is never happy and gets 
ulcers, what is the use? One has to give and take and be more easy! (nt# Md 6.2) 

The contracted workers were paid Rs.200 a day, and once again, engineers were 

not always successful in justifying the expense to the financial administrators and getting 
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reimbursed. According to Chandran, it was also not acceptable for field engineers to tell 

the Area Engineer about constraints and shortages - they were expected to show results; 

Most of the senior officials don't want to hear about your problems -- you should 
just get the work done. Now, I just spent Rs.lOOO in the home of an IAS officer 
and I cannot tell the Area Engineer that. But I will make it up some other way ~ 
money comes in! ... This department is not going the right way. For example, 
this IAS officer comes and asks me to do something for him, and if I don't do it 
immediately, he will complain to my superiors and I am transferred immediately, 
(nt# Md 6.2) 

Engineers were also confronted at the depots with a range of contingent tasks that 

were necessary for smooth functioning but had no official budget. Mala, for instance, 

described how she had to lower a water main that had begun to develop recurrent leaks 

because it ran under a major thoroughfare and was weakened by the weight of trucks 

rolling over it every day. She had to hire private contractors to dig up and down the line, 

manipulate valves and fix joints. The entire project cost about Rs. 15,000 (equivalent to 

her entire official monthly wage), but she could not get it reimbursed as it was an 

unbudgeted expense. But Mala "managed somehow:" she used to install about ten new 

connections a day in that division, making a side sum of about Rs.200 on each. Most of 

this money, she claimed, was used on depot work. Hema, similarly, claimed that the 

department owed her Rs.4000 for rainwater harvesting structures that she had urgently 

installed at the request of the Area Engineer. She did not think she would get all of it 

back: "So I just have to make it up by adding it into various contracts" (nt#Md 16.1). 

Several other engineers reiterated this claim that most of the money they made in the 
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depots was spent in the depots. Arun described the conundrum of fiscal practice in the 

depots in his pithy and cynical fashion: 

If a Minister is coming to inspect my area suddenly and I have to fix something, 
and I have no money in hand to do the job, my colleagues say "You are an 
engineer, you should have at least Rs.500 on hand!" But my wife is uneducated, 
she says: "You go to work to earn money, what is the meaning of taking money 
from home to spend at work?!" (nt# Md 17.2a) 

Part of these routine expenditures involve pay-offs to other government 

functionaries from different agencies who apparently ransom the various permits and 

approvals necessary for depot work. Many engineers talked about the need to pay 

corporation officials for "road-cut permission" (approval to excavate the city streets to 

lay or repair water/sewage lines), or the local traffic police for "night-work permission" 

(approval to excavate the streets at night). A senior engineer corroborated this: 

In my building [residence] we have not got water in the pipes for two years! I 
work for the organization, but even I got really frustrated and went to shout at the 
depot AE. He said: "What, sir, you know the problems and even you are 
shouting!" I understand the problem: L&T [the contractor on the pipe restoration 
project] has not completed the interconnections work. In order to lay pipes across 
the main roads they have to get corporation permission and traffic permission. 
Traffic permission is never granted! As Area Engineer, I had to wait two years 
once to complete a job I could have done if I had a week's continuous permission 
for night work. But those guys [the traffic police] are just waiting for money. 
This is what has to change - each individual mentality has to change. These are 
small contractors, they don't have a lot of money, but if they don't give money, 
they cannot do the work. ... So it is not simple! (nt#Mh 18.3a) 

As suggested in chapter 3, most engineers reported difficulties in obtaining 

reimbursements from the board even for legitimate expenses. A few engineers were 

spared such problems in the short run, but even they faced potential future problems from 

an increasingly suspicious and vigilant management. Radha said: 
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Reimbursement depends on the area engineer. I don't have problems because our 
area engineer is good. But it is a real problem in general, because sometimes two 
years later, the internal auditors can start asking questions and sit on your head. 
So I don't claim reimbursements -1 just do the work and manage somehow. For 
example, when I have a leak - this is not something that range contractors will do 
any more because it is not profitable for them. Depot engineers have to take care 
of this. I spend out of my pocket, make decisions as the moment requires, but if 
they ask me two years later to explain: "Why did you use this much labor," etc., 
we'll be unable to answer. They ask a lot of foolish queries - make it very 
difficult for depot engineers! If you claim a lot of reimbursement it gives a very 
bad impression. So I don't... Yes, there are a lot of difficulties between financial 
administration and the engineers - they are constantly trying to squeeze the 
engineers because they think we are making a lot of money! (nt#Md 10.3) 

But, as Radha claimed, corruption was not confined to engineers and program staff: 

Everybody thinks engineers are corrupt, and eighty percent are! But even the 
financial and administrative people are very corrupt, and without facing any risk! 
Just sitting in the head office they get money! For example, they take Rs.50 or 
100 from each laborer to sanction his loan or leave application. From such poor 
people!! Nobody says anything about them because of fear - these people hold 
all the files so they have a lot of power! 

... Auditors are part of it - they check the records so carefully, why do they want 
to know everything? So they can come behind you for some collection! To draw 
you into the net! (nt#Md 10.3) 

She also claimed that corruption had increased in the organization, and explained why: 

There are many reasons for corruption. The senior officers are the main reason. 
Corruption starts at the top! If the top officers are clean, all the junior level 
officers will hold back, will be more restrained. But the senior officers are the 
culprits! The area engineers make pots of money. They keep a list of every new 
connection and watch to see if the depot engineer pays them, if not they take it out 
on him or her in other ways. For instance, in meetings they pull up the AE very 
sharply! 

Then there are the politicians, they ask us for donations, like Rs. 100-200 every 
now and then. We can't give this from our salary! Then the laborers want money 
for everything. Then you have to shell out for each and every event: if the MD's 
daughter is getting married, each AE has to give Rs.500! For Republic Day 
celebrations, each of us had to give Rs.300! I argued with the DAE: "I can't spare 
a rupee out of my salary!" He said, "Put it in the imprest account and I'll clear it." 
For pujas, for any celebration, the hat goes around and each of us has to pay 
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Rs.500 - how can we pay this from salary? So we have to take! And it comes 
from the top! 

There is reasonable taking and unreasonable taking. You can ask Rs.500 extra for 
a new connection, but if you ask Rs.5000 and take 4000 home ... A lot of AEs do 
that, even a lot of the women AEs. But I know one AE, she keeps a separate 
purse, and whatever is earned in the depot, she spends in the depot. 

In the reforming service, then, "corruption" operates through a number of 

activities, marked with a range of moral, practical and professional values. Beyond basic 

opportunism (or a sense of opportunity costs of not making money when everybody else 

is), earning money on the side is seen as imperative to keeping the depot functioning and 

responding to its contingent needs and demands. At this level, it is seen as a necessary 

form of entrepreneurship, calling for a set of skills that need to be learned. 

A number of depot functions can, with some energy and imagination, be turned 

into entrepreneurial opportunities. An obvious one that was being vigorously pursued 

during the period of my fieldwork was the installation of rainwater harvesting (RWH) 

structures in residential and commercial buildings in the city. This project involved a 

small construction component, affordable to most middle class households, and could be 

carried out by the small contractors with whom all depot engineers had established 

clientilistic relations. Since RWH had also become mandatory, the engineers could back 

up their entrepreneurial pitch with the authority of the state. Hema, after a day of steady 

pestering by a local contractor, went on a canvassing trip with him, taking me along. She 

told residents: 

You should not allow rainwater to run on the street, Metrowater is taking a very 
serious view of this. They are asking for lists of all who have done RWH and 
those who have not, and eventually they will start cutting your water supply, then 
the drainage. So you should do this now. You can get your own plumber, but if 



you do it through our man, it will save you some money and be correctly done. It 
is not only required, it is also in your interests to get the RWH done! (nt# Md 
16.3) 

While engineers in poorer areas with a low scope for promoting RWH expressed 

frustration with the drive, those in middle or upper class neighborhoods promoted it with 

vigor. Some engineers spent large amounts of time motivating clients (including by 

threatening not to do repairs or give new connections until clients had implemented 

RWH), recommending contractors, and promising to provide free supervision. 

Effectively, they ran small contracting businesses under proxy names, and received 

recognition and approval from the board for their success in achieving RWH targets. 

The RWH businesses took on varied characters in the depots. In some, they were 

run with the respectable appearance of a service for clients; in others they took on a more 

aggressive character. I accompanied Mala as she went to collect payment for a structure 

she had built for a nearby music store. We sat for half an hour like bill-collectors while 

the store proprietor ignored us. He offered no snacks or refreshments and showed none 

of the respect or deference that is usually accorded to the depot engineer. When settling 

the bill, Mala told him she was lowering the rate from her usual Rs.1500 to Rs.1300 

because he seemed unhappy with some aspects of the work. She would not accept a 

cheque, and told him she would give him a receipt, but later. When I asked her why she 

was charging so much (given that Hema charged Rs.750 per structure), she replied that 

this was a commercial area, and hence these people had plenty of money. 

Some AEs talk of the skills of the more successful entrepreneurs with a curious 

mixture of admiration, envy and censure. Hema said: 
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Some AEs make a lot of money. You have to know how to demand, how to go on 
the street and talk to people! AE XX is an expert is all this - she makes a LOT of 
money and hardly gives any to the Area Engineer and DAE and councilor. She 
declares openly that she got her new bike and other things through these methods. 
She is always asking me how I survive in a depot like this where there are no 
opportunities! She just got 60 to 70 new connections installed in one year. There 
are a lot of complaints against her, including at the Chief Minister's office. I 
heard that there was a huge fight on the street between her and the female 
councilor over money. ... It is reported that she managed to earn Rs.25,000 
simply for removing a tank from the front of an important building, and she 
would not give the councilor any of it. (nt#Md 16.2) 

Hema's account carried a further ambivalence deriving from the transgressions of 

gender norms that these skills seemed to represent for her; 

She goes straight to Ministers and their PAs by herself, and talks to them boldly -
she wields a lot of influence! I cannot do that -1 don't go anywhere like that 
without my husband! I cannot go and stand in front of Ministers and ask for 
favors. She and I are very different, we have been brought up very differently! I 
cannot go and talk to the public like she can. She can never be found in her depot, 
she is always out roaming. She has a specially close relationship with the Area 
Engineer... (nt#Md 16.2) 

While a few of the female engineers showed considerable ingenuity in conducting 

entrepreneurial activities, women AEs in general claimed that male engineers had much 

easier access to such opportunities as they could hang out and drink with local business 

people, "while we have to finish work and go home to take care of the family" 

(nt#Mdl9.2). 

Thus, there was clearly also a discourse of the moral, professional and social 

limits of entrepreneurial behavior and the demarcation of an area of shame and indignity 

for AEs. Hema, for instance, told me with an overtone of disbelief that she had heard of 

some AEs making money off water supply to the poor through tanks during the drought. 

This was common practice for local politicians and party workers, but not, apparently, for 
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AEs. Hema said: "Could it be possible that AEs would stoop to such activities? It is 

possible, maybe." She also told me that other AEs sometimes came to her, saying, 

"Don't you think you should help your bhaiyya [older brother]? They were soliciting a 

share of the cuts she made from contracting out small works such as building cement 

platforms for the tanks. She happened to be particularly competent at preparing estimates 

and carrying out such projects. 

Clearly, engineers use and deploy the category of "corruption," in ways that are 

informed by mainstream modemist definitions, but also inflected and modified by local 

moral and practical exigencies. Here it is helpful to recall Mattison Mines's (1994) 

portrayal of Tamil morality as a mix of public responsibility (in which concrete and 

citable services to a definite constituency play an important role) and private virtue 

(constituted by a sense of personal choice). Adding into this mixture the reform-induced 

professional pressures for visible achievement of results, we can start to appreciate how 

engineers draw lines around their own and official notions of corruption. Yet, as state 

functionaries, they cannot openly invoke these rationales and defend these lines. Their 

use of euphemism indicates that these pressures and moralities, while well-known and 

widely acknowledged, can only be hinted at as justifications for their actions. 

Corruption, then, is a realm of half truths through which engineers negotiate 

conundra that "everybody knows" about. At a more immediate and intimate level, its 

definition is structured by the ordering frame of the depot engineers' shared identity. At 

this level, corruption, like dirt, is constituted by transgressions of the gender, class or 

professional boundaries and norms that shape the subjectivity of the AE or JE. Thus, as 
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Gupta (1995) points out, the "system" of corruption at the level of local state practice is 

not just a "brute collection of practices... It is also a discursive field that enables the 

phenomenon to be labeled, discussed, practiced, denied, and denounced" (1995:385). 

The next section demonstrates how the idea of the state as an agent of order, unity 

and equity is produced through rituals that enact a defense of these principles even as 

everybody involved - both state functionaries and their clients - recognize the partiality 

of their truth. 

EXCAVATING HIDDEN HISTORIES: RITUAL POLICING IN THE DEPOTS 

In Chennai's underground water system, decisions about allocation and 

distribution lurk everywhere - "lurk" because their active agency is denied. As described 

in chapter 2, "equitable distribution" was the stated policy of the organization, but 

deployed by the field engineers, the term seemed to serve as a banner, or rather a shield 

behind which they dodged questions about how they classified and prioritized 

populations. The structure of the underground grid was invoked to substantiate this 

notion of distribution, but some ethnographic digging revealed that the abstract, 

schematic order of the grid, informed by engineering and statistical logic, had little to do 

with the lived and disorderly landscapes of local water use. The impersonal paradigm of 

pressure was subjected to daily manipulation in the localized settings of the depot. 

Through collusions between frontline engineers and the public, and in the easy unofficial 

modes so typical of official practice, diversion lines were laid, valves were manipulated, 

handpumps were furtively installed and pipes were raised or lowered. Beneath the 



240 

architecture of rules and policies, then, the landscape of the water service is full of bypass 

connections, an underground compromise. Many of these diversions were shortcuts 

adopted by field engineers in situations where funds were scarce and problems acute, for 

instance in low-lying areas with no money to raise the pipes. As one engineer told me: 

The system is not right. We are always firefighting - one VIP complains and a 
bypass connection is given. To operate a valve, we are supposed to get 
permission from higher authorities, but who does? I myself am now thinking, to 
solve the Radhakrishnan Nagar complaint, which bypass can I operate? There are 
so many interconnections and bypasses. We make temporary accommodations 
and they become permanent!(nt#Md 6.2) 

Thus, while the sovereignty of the grid is premised on its integrity, order, 

rationality and equitability, people intimately engaged with its maintenance know it as 

patchy, layered and segmented. It has to contend with the active exercise of another 

sovereignty - that of the public in its need for water, who tap into the system using any 

means available. The system is riddled with illegal connections. One engineer said, "As 

long as there is a depot there will be illegal connections - everybody knows about them" 

(nt#Md 6.2). 

These illegal connections often required the cooperation of senior field officials 

(such as the DAE), as well as of local politicians, laborers and/or contractors. In this 

world of collusion, then, knowledge of "what was going on" was a highly valued 

commodity. Mala claimed, "My DAE supports me, but only if I tell him everything -

nothing must be kept from him, nothing must be done without his knowledge!" (nt#Md 

15.1). 



Fig 5: The piped water grid 
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The policing of various lines of control in the system becomes a part of the daily 

concerns of depot engineers. Mala described her work in a previous division where the 

local politician routinely used her depot workers to install illegal connections. In 

response, she said, 

I developed a habit of taking different routes to and from my residence in the 
mornings and afternoons so I could catch them - they'd be digging a pit and they 
would tell me they were working on a complaint. What complaint could they be 
attending to at 6 p.m.? (nt#Md 15.1) 

In the course of my fieldwork, I spent countless hours standing beside depot 

engineers under the blazing Chennai sun as they supervised excavations on the city 

streets, wherein Metrowater laborers in their blue uniforms cut through the tarmac and 

dug through a couple of feet of solid urban soil to uncover water pipes and joints. While 

these laborious manual excavations were sometimes carried out to fix leaks, clear blocks 

or detect sources of pollution, they were just as often acts of policing. 

Edited extract from fieldnotes, 10/19/02 

1 went with Mala to inspect a site where there had been a complaint about 

defective water supply. The workers had dug a hole in front of a building and were 

investigating the pipes. As they worked, the engineer privately instructed some workers 

to dig at the side of the house and check for a second connection. The owner kept 

assuring her there was no second connection but she would not believe him. She 

confronted one of the workers, he denied it too. We spent a lot of time at the site. 
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watching the pit being dug and talking in roundabout ways with the building-owner as 

Mala continued to give clandestine instructions to her workers. 

In depot after depot I was struck by the vast amounts of time and energy that the 

engineers spent on these excavations, dogged on the trail of buried histories. I was 

intrigued by their intense investment of resources and authority into these elaborate 

rituals of policing in selected cases, since they all knew that the system was riddled with 

anomalies, that it was, in de Certeau's words, "everywhere punched and torn open by 

ellipses, drifts and leaks of meaning: ...a sieve-order" (2000:160). 

But policing also constituted an avenue of collection, although a less widely 

accepted one. Discovery of violations offered an opportunity for a take. A couple of 

male engineers appeared to be more focused on this activity than others - they would 

send their labor teams off on drives to discover illegal connections and threaten the 

owners with cut-off action. In Jennifer Davis's research in water and sanitation utilities 

in South Asia, very few managers considered the permitting of illegal connections to be a 

serious offence: once detected, they only incurred a warning or a trivial fine, with 

emphasis placed on "regularizing" the connection, i.e., turning it into a regular paying 

connection. In my research, regularization occurred in some cases, especially in poorer 

areas where local politicians had arranged the illegal connections. But many connections 

remained illegal and engineers continued to profit from them. 

Thus, the so-called "givens" of the system are altered not just through the linear 

model of continuous rational improvement, but through unruly assertions of rights, and 
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through struggles and compromises. The ideology of an impersonal underground 

network of concrete, or more recently, of iron and PVC, fixes in place the set of 

underground arrangements through which lower-level bureaucrats and people together 

fashion ideas of state, rule and service that they can live with. The model incorporates 

significant silences: illegal or bypass connections are eventually "regularized" as much 

through a lack of documentation as through actual acts of regularization. Not writing 

down is, I found, as much a part of bureaucratic practice as is writing. The official 

histories we have represent only the written half of the reality and must be read as partial 

accounts, accounts that naturalize contingent and negotiated decisions. 

Maps of the distribution system (see for e.g. map 3), then, are idealized 

representations which ignore some illegal additions and incorporate others as if they were 

part of the original plan. Their truth is at variance with the truth of the social 

arrangements through which people tap into the system. As texts, they are both half-

truths and normative accounts of an underground rationality, of a planned and sanctioned 

set of relations of the state to the individual consumer household. Thus, they constitute a 

classic myth of state. However, they are also instruments of control, they function 

performatively as authoritative graphics. What is not on the map is by definition illegal. 

Edited extract from fieldnoles, 10/17/02, 10/18/02: 

Late one afternoon, the corporation AE's assistant Rajan enters the depot office 

to inform Hema that there is an illegal connection being installed in a newly constructed 

house in the division. Apparently, Rajan constantly rides around on his motorbike on the 
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lookout for this kind of thing. Hema sets ojf immediately (without me) to check on this. 

She comes back and reports that she ordered the connection cut. However, she can think 

or talk of nothing else for the remainder of the day, and seems particularly concerned 

because Raj an had told her that the owner of the house had close relations with the 

councilor. I pretend not to be listening too closely as she questions the depot manager, 

trying to track the antecedents of the story. She says she has heard that the previous AE 

had collected a huge sum of money from the house owner. She tells me that the client 

tried to negotiate with her, too, but she was having none of it! She has long discussions 

with Rajan about what to do. After much dithering, she finally phones the councilor and 

tells him about her decision to cut the connection. 

When I come in the next day, she is still worrying about this. She summons her 

head water team worker and starts questioning him about it. He hedges and dodges and 

defends the house owner. Then she goes to the site again, this time taking me along. The 

workers have been asked to assemble there and have already excavated the pipes. The 

story seems to be that when the owner got a legal connection about six months earlier, 

the head water worker, Mani, had given him an extra open line at the entrance to his 

property. The owner also had an additional T' connection off the main line. His case, 

made in alternately conciliatory, defensive and aggressive modes, was that as the entire 

section of the street was his property, he was entitled to subdivide the water connection 

as needed. He also claimed that the previous AE had taken a large sum of money from 

him, and that Mani had told him he could take these 'T' connections. Mani, meanwhile, 

feigns complete ignorance of all this, instead offering different histories of the pipes every 
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few minutes: when they were laid, where they led, what connections were taken, who 

authorized them, who built them, etc. We finally leave after she orders the owner to come 

to the office with his papers the next day, and the workers remove the pipes. But the 

engineer remains worried and nonplussed about what to do. She tells me illegal 

connections are not common in this depot — MW laborers do a few, but doing them 

without the depot engineer's knowledge is almost unheard of. I suggest to her that she 

consult the Area Engineer, but she says she cannot: "These are my workers doing all 

this. I would be implicating not only them but the previous depot engineer. I can let the 

Area Engineer know the situation, but I have to solve it! As for the councilor, he will ask 

for money, claiming that the houseowner has done something wrong and hence should 

pay. But he will not demand from the man himself, he will want me to ask!" 

What was interesting to me in this incident was the intense dilemma she was 

thrown into by the seemingly straightforward problem of an illegal connection. 

Apparently, she had to negotiate a labyrinth of plots constituted by rumours, illicit acts 

and transgressive collaborations in order to enact her own agendas of personal survival, 

responsibility to her workers and colleagues, and a wider official accountability. 

Meanwhile, she was caught in the classic bureaucratic conundrum where, as head of the 

unit, she was also the newest kid on the block, with at best a shallow grasp of local 

geographies and histories of power and collaboration. These had all to be unraveled for 

her to be able to act effectively, or at least safely. Hema seemed to spend a lot of time 

and effort covering up for her predecessor's more egregious actions, and trying to 

recuperate a somewhat clear ground for her own functioning. 
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Edited extract from fieldnotes, 9/25/02: 

A worker enters depot YY reeking of alcohol. The AE takes one look at him and 

orders him, rudely, to go talk to the other workers. The workers send him back to the AE. 

I guess, accurately it turns out, that he is a worker from another depot who has installed 

an illegal connection in this division. Finally, after some shouting and drama, he settles 

with the workers, then brings the client to the depot timekeeper, who, in turn, has to sort 

out issues of road-cut payments with the corporation AE. Papers are carried back and 

forth, money is exchanged... 

The AE and I have a conversation about corruption. He tells me that workers 

make huge amounts - sometimes upto Rs.lOOO on an illegal connection. Even the depot 

manager, he says, makes large sums by threatening and harassing the public. He says, "I 

tell them that I could never collect money the way they do, I would be too scared!... I pay 

all the expenses here — the depot manager has no expenses, still he fleeces the public! " 

Another man called to complain that the workers had not come to complete the 

repairs at his house. The AE got angry at the workers: "This is a good man, he has paid 

them all some money, and still they won't do the work! " He swears he will give transfer 

applications to the workers if they do not complete the job that day. The whole day is 

abuzz with fixings and dealings at the depot; all the men in the office seem involved. 

Depot workers were, according to most engineers, at the heart of the illegal 

activities in the depots. Ramesh put this in perspective for me: 

Officials have been controlled and corrected to some extent, but nobody has done 
anything about the workers taking money. Actually the officers make it worse. 
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You send a worker to clear a block for some IAS officer, and after it's done he 
will pull out a 100-rupee note and give it to him. So naturally the worker thinks 
it's normal. Even the internal audit officer pulls out money and gives the worker 
for doing any work. It is not so bad if they just take a little money when it is 
offered. But what happens is that they decide to prioritize jobs according to the 
money: they will choose this house because this person pays well, and ignore that 
job because those people are useless and don't hand out any money!" (nt#Md 
1.2a). 

Some engineers confessed that they could not take action against their workers for 

absenteeism and/or drunkenness on the job because of the latter's leverage, gained from 

their knowledge about illegal transactions at the depots. As Vijay put it. 

You cannot be straightforward. I cannot nail the workers because they will 
expose the AE, they will go to senior officers and say, "Ask him about this deal or 
that deal". How do you deal with these conflicts? You forget all your technical 
knowledge and start acquiring all kinds of political skills! (nt# Md l.I) 

These manipulative cross-currents contribute to an atmosphere of uncertainty, 

confusion and fear in depot work. Some AEs negotiate these currents in a tentative 

manner; others actively engage and intensify them. The latter category of AEs often set 

up special arrangements with selected workers, creating competition and division within 

the labor team and laying the grounds for further manipulations when a new AE enters. 

Depot work can often turn into a minefield of interested histories and games of 

information and disinformation between workers, office staff, engineers and members of 

the public. Information becomes power in very roundabout ways. Corruption in 

Metrowater functions through a complex and agonistic network that locks the various 

parties together in a grip of mutual distrust for as long as they can maintain the circuits of 

quid pro quo. 
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The casual claim "everybody knows" (as in "everybody knows there are illegal 

connections") thus indexes a shared field of practice between frontline state personnel, 

their colleagues, sections of the public, and politicians. This is a field of complicity in 

which the meanings of everyday practices are established through conventions that are 

half secret even if well known. Davis (2003) notes that in her research, contractors 

working with a project in Ahmedabad, India, were not expected to pay the standard level 

of kickbacks to municipal staff because "everybody knew" that the amount of black 

money flowing through the scheme had reduced as a result of monitoring by the 

community and local NGOs. 

In Metrowater, despite, or because of, what everybody knew, formal knowledge 

about the underground system remained schematic and incomplete. Chandran, frustrated 

with having to learn about the depot from his corrupt office assistant, talked of the need 

for such formal knowledge; "Every depot must have a history, telling what improvements 

have been carried out, when, and where the interconnections lie. Then the engineer won't 

have to depend so much on his assistants" (nt#Md 6.1). Sundar told me that his strategy 

for learning the history of his depot was to call up the previous AE and "find out 

everything - like where the VIPs are!" (nt#Md5.2). 

A part of the recent reforms in Metrowater consists of attempts to fill in and 

complete information about the underground system, to "regularize" the voluntaristic 

extensions of water rights. As a senior engineer told me, engineering audits were being 

carried out, and an exclusive data center created to 

see if things are operating at the optimum level. For example, where are the 
existing pipelines, how can they be linked? This combines data and design 
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aspects. Before this, data was available in bits and pieces with a number of 
people, but now we have tried to compile at least as far as the operational data, 
like the location, length and type of water pipes. Historical data, like when the 
pipe was laid, is not so complete. Completion drawings are supposed to be made 
at depots, but these are usually not available. Or they get lost during transfers 
from one official to the other. Now, more recently, completion drawings are 
available with the construction wing but we need to digitize them. Recently we 
have also put in a stipulation that contractors must give us information on water 
pipes. Earlier we only had very sketchy information on this. (nt#C30.2) 

Eric Gutierrez et al., scholars of institutional issues in water and sanitation, write, 

"Very few governments in the developing world really know the precise state of their 

water network, what water resources and providers are being tapped by people..." (2003: 

29). In their opinion, "Involving organizations of the poor and wider civil society would 

help bridge the information gaps" (ibid:29). 

The legibility and standard format of the grid are, according to Scott (1998), the 

premises of administrative and political control in the authoritarian high modem state. 

But this ethnography suggests that the myth of the sovereign and orderly grid needs to be 

continually and ritually enacted through the policing excavations of engineers, and also 

through the elaborate and expensive subterfuge of the illegal excavations that install the 

connections in the first place. As Herzfeld puts it, "bureaucrats and their clients alike are 

potential bricoleurs, working both within and upon 'the system'" (1992: 56). This myth, 

however, is recognized as such by both officials and large sections of the public in their 

daily unacknowledged and understated relations. Gupta (1995) also calls attention to the 

performance-related aspects of corruption: in his ethnography, giving bribes was revealed 

as a cultural practice that called on certain insider competencies, and villagers' 

complaints about corruption reflected their frustration about their lack of the cultural 
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capital needed to negotiate these deals. My ethnography points to a performance of state 

order through practices that rely on half-truths: the secret subterranean transgressions are 

only half secret. Within certain circles of complicity, they are as well known and taken 

for granted, as much a part of the common lore of state societies, as are all stories of 

bureaucratic patronage and clientelism. 

This study also finds that despite the elaborate and careful maps and the ever 

increasing data, thorough legibility is never entirely achievable. This is not only because 

policing is almost prohibitively expensive for systems this vast yet intimate -whether 

above or below ground - but also because local officials are complicit in the local 

mediations that resist legibility. My ethnography gives an account of what de Certeau 

describes as the "swarming activity of ... procedures that, far from being regulated or 

eliminated by panoptic administration, have reinforced themselves in a proliferating 

illegitimacy, developed and insinuated themselves into the networks of surveillance" 

(2000:156). 

CURES FOR CORRUPTION 

In a field that is so pervasively shot through with networks of illegal and illicit 

practices, some of which are defined emically as corruption, the orthodoxies of reform 

announce programs of mitigation by spotlighting particular practices and arenas. In 

neoliberal reforms, informed by NPM analyses, the frontline with the public is the 

corrupt seam, the faultline in the service. This branding focuses attention on a specific 

layer of the hierarchy, effectively obscuring or exonerating infractions at higher levels. 
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This focus on "petty corruption" must also be seen in the light of public relations efforts 

in reforming utilities. Davis's study demonstrates this link: a former director of an urban 

water board justified the emphasis on petty corruption because "we must try to improve 

our public image... [the] people must perceive us as honest. Otherwise, how can we 

make a case for increasing the tariff?" (quoted in Davis 2003:57). Robinson notes that 

"elite corruption may have corrosive economic effects, but does not directly affect many 

individuals, whereas everyday or "petty" corruption involves public officials and 

ordinary citizens in regular but smaller scale transactions, which may have a more direct 

impoverishing effect" (1998:4). My study, however, illuminates the links between elite 

and petty corruption and points to the role of senior officers in fuelling the economy that 

drives these petty exchanges. 

Most recommendations for reducing corruption in public services, deriving from 

NPM or World Bank-inspired governance reforms (cf. Kaufman 2000), center on 

increasing oversight through external and intemal audits, and reducing discretion for 

frontline personnel (Davis 2003, Tendler 1997). In Metrowater, however, the heightened 

vigilance of the past five years was not seen to have resulted in a decrease in the culture 

of bribery or patronage-based service. Instead, as several engineers remarked, it only 

intensified the workings of leverage, manipulation and threat. Vijay remarked: 

There are a lot of problems with the increased vigilance. Often, when some 
politician or individual has a problem with some official, he writes some trumped 
up complaint about corruption and the vigilance department comes down on our 
heads. It is a real nuisance! Even if somebody wants to go according to the rules, 
he is penalized. For example, your superior officer may come to you and say, do 
this for so-and-so, he is a friend of mine. And I refuse because it is against the 
rules. I can have some complaint put against me and be called up." (nt# Md 1.2) 
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Many engineers, even senior ones, complained of the counterproductive effects of 

the climate of vigilance, such as petitions being filed indiscriminately. In some of the 

more extreme cases, depot engineers feared their colleagues made up cases against them. 

Hema described how the new head of the organization, in adopting stringent practices of 

oversight, was hindering field engineers' efforts to provide a service: 

He is keeping a very strict control over the depots, and is very demanding. He 
issues circulars every 15 days about something or other, and says that he will 
come personally and inspect some area every two weeks. He never comes, but it 
makes everybody watchful. So he is making things work. He wants to eliminate 
corruption completely from the lower levels. But he himself is taking a lot of 
money. And he does not have to spend anything at all! We are the ones who 
have to spend in the field ... 

He laid out a rule that every time field engineers install a new connection, they 
have to give at least a day's notice to the head office, so that he can send 
somebody to the site to investigate. This reduces our flexibility - earlier we could 
go ahead and give a connection when we had labor, now we have to plan ahead, 
which is very difficult (nt#Md 16.5). 

The negative atmosphere fostered by the audit culture was further compounded by 

a highly publicized vigilance investigation into misconduct by a major contracting firm, 

L&T, which was implementing several construction projects for Metrowater under the 

Second Chennai Project. The investigation extended over several months during 2001-

2002. One engineer commented that while many activities in the agency had begun to 

move faster due to the reforms, they had begun to slow down again as a result of this 

investigation and its repercussions: 

After the DVAC [Department of Vigilance and Anti-Corruption] scrutiny, 
engineers are scared to put a signature on anything. So the contractor also does 
not want to or cannot do anything! There has been a delay of a year [in 
completing the Second Chennai Project] because of this. Even the MD is affected 
by the change in government [at the State level], and the effects of this go all the 
way down the line. (nt#Mh4) 
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The investigation was widely perceived as linked to a political witchhunt by the 

State government against all projects and contracts initiated by its predecessor. However, 

several field engineers were caught in the crossfire; they were being summoned to answer 

questions about their approvals and signatures on the contractor's 'M-books' 

(measurement and specification records). This sometimes produced a nervousness that 

almost paralyzed engineers' routine functions. I watched Sundari, usually a confident 

engineer, hesitate, stall and cross-question the L&T junior engineer sitting in her office 

before she finally signed his M-book. She commented to me later: 

Once a change in government comes, who knows what they will ask, whether 
we'll get into trouble! We were all called in for the enquiry - L&T had filled 
quarry sand instead of sea sand - quarry sand costs more but we should have 
written that in the M-book - now everybody is much more conscientious about 
that. But nervous... (nt#Md 18.3) 

Arun, describing the constricting effect the investigation was having on the engineers he 

supervised, said: 

The work on CCRCP [a large new scheme to improve the drainage system] is 
suffering a slowdown. Because it was recommended by the previous government, 
so everyone is scared to implement it fully. Look at the L&T project: it is under 
vigilance, everyone's job is hanging, so why would officials stick their necks out? 
Officials are being punished and chargesheeted all over the place, so people like 
Latha who is not clever and crooked, but innocent and maybe neglectful, can be 
caught! So people's first concern is to safeguard themselves, not to do work! (nt# 
Md 17.3) 

The increased vigilance, then, while aiming to tighten the discretionary scope of 

frontline service providers, often had the effects of demotivating them. Judith Tendler 

would not be surprised by this: her work offers a powerful critique of NPM-style reform 
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approaches that start with the assumption that public sector officials are "self-seeking, 

rent-seeking and venal unless proven otherwise" (1997:5). Her case study of a highly 

innovative and successful program of reform in government services in northeastern 

Brazil focuses on the conditions that foster increased dedication to work among frontline 

engineers. She demonstrates how, working in a setting notorious for its clientilistic 

culture of state, the functionaries developed dedication to their work and won the trust of 

their clients largely because they were given increased discretion, autonomy and scope to 

innovate. They were also given recognition and trust from their superiors. Tendler is 

critical of the mainstream celebration of the "user" or the client at the expense of the 

agency worker or functionary. In her case study, the latter's responsiveness to the user 

was facilitated by a larger context of relations of trust between workers and their 

superiors. 

Tendler and others are also critical of standard prescriptions for problems of rent-

seeking in the governance literature (and in donor policies), namely, the removal of 

opportunities for rent-seeking through downsizing and liberalizing state functions. 

Tendler points out that without measures to reorganize work in ways that increase worker 

commitment, downsizing does not lead to increased productivity and can often make 

performance worse. Robinson (1998) argues that liberalization efforts, if not carefully 

designed, can simply shift the locus of corrupt exchanges to a different arena. Rose-

Ackerman (1999) shows how scarcity, produced through shrinking the size of 

government and cutting spending, may only intensify corruption, as contractors, for 



256 

instance, bribe more for a share of the shrinking pie. Thus, in her view, privatization can 

be both an anticorruption reform and a new potential source of corrupt gains. 

This was echoed by a senior engineer in Metrowater, who observed; 

The culture is slowly deteriorating. The reason is that earlier people used to wait to reap 
their benefits, but now as things are changing, everybody is in a hurry, trying to 
implement more to get better results. The results are not up to the mark. (nt#Mh 11.2). 

Another official at the head office pointed to the accelerated pace of service, fostered by 

the reforms, as leading, paradoxically, to a sense of decay and decline: 

Reforms have been thrust on us. On the positive side, we have become more 
productive, the reforms bring out our best. Although this is occurring in an 
environment of hostility, because they are reducing persons through VRS. ... 

We are not being given better infrastructure or facilities, but still the work load 
has gone up. Work in all sections has increased, there are more service 
connections. Yet there is a greater element of moral decay. This could be an 
outcome of overloading - if we had been compensated for all this extra work, 
maybe there would be less corruption. But earned leave has been cut, travel 
allowance taken away. The government is in a financial crunch and all of us 
employees are made to bear the burden, hence a hostile environment has been 
created. 

Commercialization should have been done in a more planned manner. Not only 
the consumer, even employees should have been taken into consideration. 
Government should also have seen that the morale of employees is maintained. If 
one section is losing morale, it reflects on the whole society. Government offices 
are half dead. How long will this service survive? (nt#Mh8) 

CONCLUSION 

This ethnography complicates the dualism of private interest and public role that 

is the core of standard definitions of corruption, by revealing the critical relevance of the 

sphere of practical professional obligation, the imperatives of running the depot, in 

mediating these relations. It also points to the complex interlocked networks through 



which these relations of informal, illegal and illicit relations operate. The mainstream 

literature refers to this phenomenon as "systemic corruption." Solutions are offered 

through neoliberal reforms that focus on reducing discretion and increasing vigilance and 

audit at the frontline of public services, reigning in rent-seeking opportunities in the 

system as a whole, and creating pressures for improved performance and demand-

responsiveness to users. This study, by examining the translations of these reforms at the 

frontline, reveals that the reforms themselves rely, to some extent, on the "unintended" 

effects they produce on the ground. The interpellation of field engineers by a reforming 

service carries a call to entrepreneurship through its unstated elevation of the principle of 

"getting the job done somehow" as the watermark of a capable functionary. Like 

businesses that keep wages to employees low by counting on tips from consumers, the 

norms of service in Metrowater cast its functionaries into the arena of side earnings to 

maintain their roles. Thus, translations allow crucial insights into the design of a policy; 

they show that the "gap" between intent and reality is not just a void but a specific 

relation. This relation creates the realm of the illicit within a realm of common 

knowledge: everybody knows what cannot be openly stated. 
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CHAPTER 5 

LOCAL POLITICS, POLITICAL SOCIETY AND THE REFORMING STATE 

JE XX (Vidya) seemed agitated and preoccupied when I arrived at her office. She 

showed me a letter she had received from a lawyer representing a Muslim resident of her 

division. The letter demanded that she relocate a tank that had been "maliciously" sited 

by the local councilor in a spot very inconvenient to the client, obstructing the entrance 

to his house as well as to the religious gathering place next door, thereby affecting the 

"sentiments of Muslim people" and disturbing peace and tranquility. The councilor, 

according to the letter, "has a lot of enmity toward the people" even though she "claims 

to be doing good to people. " 

The letter seemed to have touched a raw nerve for the JE. She claimed that it 

raised a "very sensitive issue " by playing the minority card. The area engineer had, she 

said, allocated this tank after a lot of pressure from the councilor: "We don't usually give 

tanks here, the streets are too narrow, and it is too permanent an option, but in this case 

he gave it. Ward officials have already been here and tried to settle this problem but they 

were unsuccessful. " In her opinion, the complainant was upset because he had planned 

to encroach upon and gradually take over the piece of land on which the tank was 

placed. 

But on the whole, it turned out, her problem was more with the local councilor 

than with the client. "Here it is the politicians that give trouble, not so much the public. 
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If there was no interference from politicians, I could do my job peacefully and well. The 

politicians make constant demands, but only want what will benefit them! " 

Vidya stayed on the phone all day, talking to various people in worried and 

pleading tones about a "petition." Later that afternoon I accompanied her on a visit to 

the home of an MIA (Member of the Legislative Assembly, a State-level politician) who 

lived nearby. She was going to solicit his assistance in dealing with the councilor. On 

the way there she explained what was going on: the local councilor, she said, was an 

illiterate woman, but her husband was the party's district secretary, and he had sent a 

petition against her (Vidya) to the head office, claiming that she was taking half the 

money from the truck water supply. According to Vidya, he had done this in revenge for 

her refusal to comply with the councilor's request to stop truck supply to a street nearby 

which was the stronghold of the opposition party. An investigation team from the head 

office, comprising the internal auditor, a Superintending Engineer and the Industrial 

Relations Manager, had visited the depot, but although she had explained the situation, 

the matter had not been satisfactorily settled. 

The councilor herself, said Vidya, receives two truck-loads of water a day to 

distribute, and sells the water. "I am not supposed to give her this, but she and her 

husband put tremendous pressure on me." Vidya was hoping to persuade the MLA to 

intervene with these local politicians to withdraw the petition against her, but as he 

belonged to a different faction of the party from theirs, she was not sure how much 

influence he would have. 
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COUNCILORS, ENGINEERS, AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN THE DEPOTS 

The above episode suggests the intimate ways in which the water service and the 

field engineers are enmeshed in the domain of electoral politics. Vidya's own struggles 

with the local politicians, and the personal/professional threats that they posed for her, 

overshadowed but also complicated her concerns about the Muslim client's complaint, 

even though the latter's recourse to the "sensitive" language of identity politics made 

special claims on her attention. The episode illustrates some of the processes through 

which patronage relations, corruption and ethnic/religious identity shape the field of local 

politics that surround the water service. 

Since the municipal elections in 1996 which installed an elected mayor and 160 

elected ward councilors in the city council (or corporation)'^^, the local politician has 

become the constant referent, the everyday foil against which the field engineers conduct 

their daily affairs, negotiate their relationships with large sections of their clientele, and 

define themselves and their service. The councilor was invoked countless times a day at 

the depot, in frustrated sighs, dark mutterings, or sometimes in collegial jokes among 

engineers and their depot staff. 

The following exchange among a group of AEs and JEs who shared a common 

office epitomized their relations with councilors. Veena returned from the Metrowater 

sports competition, having won a prize in the 100-meter sprint. Her colleagues teased her 

about her high-speed performance; "The councilor should have seen you, he'd have 

The Madras Corporation was established in the n"" century under the East India Company and consisted 
of government-appointed commissioners until the late nineteenth century, when some elected councilors 
were introduced into the municipal body. By the 1940s, the city corporation had an elected mayor and 
some elected councilors, but the elected body was suspended in 1978 and the corporation was run, until 
1996, by a Special Officer, an IAS bureaucrat appointed by the State government. 
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thought you were fleeing from him! Or maybe he would have said: 'She should run 

around like that to do her work in PKnagar [a nearby slum]!'" (nt#Mdl4.1). This 

exchange captures both the sense of accountability to politicians that has come to inform 

the everyday consciousness of depot engineers, as well as their resistance to this 

engagement. 

The engineers' discourses about councilors and about the field of electoral politics 

and "the government" in general are marked with intense ambivalence. With few 

exceptions, they find themselves increasingly obliged to work in close partnership with 

councilors, partly because the latter are recognized as the real channels for complaints 

about water and sanitation in the city, the finger on the pulse of infrastructure needs in the 

byways and back alleys of the city wards. Large sections of the public, especially from 

poorer areas, tend to take their problems to the councilors rather than to the engineers. 

Thus, in many depots, engineers and their staff routinely prioritize complaints and issues 

brought in via the councilor. 

This response is, additionally, encouraged by recent directives of the Board. 

Reform measures since the 1990s, in line with the wider orientation of global governance 

reforms and national policies, promote a closer engagement of public utilities with local 

elected bodies. This relation of accountability in Metrowater was further entrenched by 

the appointment of the State Minister for Rural Development and Local Administration 

as the chairman of the board in 1997. This represented a "repoliticization" of the service, 

that, according to many engineers, had profound repercussions on the climate and internal 

politics of the agency. It also served to embed the sphere of "local politics" that 
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surrounded the water service (i.e., its relations with city councilors and ward-based party 

workers) in a wider context of State-level politics. Thus, councilors from the AIADMK 

party that was in power in the State government, wielded enormous power locally, while 

councilors who were independents or from the State opposition party had more 

difficulties fulfilling their local political mandates. 

The character, style and extent of councilors' involvement in the water service, 

however, varied substantially among divisions. In some depots, councilors limited their 

roles to channeling and representing the problems of their constituencies by bringing 

them to the attention of the engineer. I witnessed a number of such exchanges, wherein 

the councilors sat across the table from the engineer and went over the major complaints. 

For the most part, councilors in this role were received cordially and taken seriously by 

the engineers. 

At the other end of the spectrum are councilors who de facto run the service, or 

behave as if they do. Their demeanor at the depot office reveals their sense of authority 

over and responsibility for the service. They pore over technical and financial details 

with the engineer, on the phone or across the table. In some depots, councilors function 

like the immediate supervisors of the depot engineers, going on field inspections with 

them and calling for daily reports on chlorine levels, tank supply figures, sewer blocks 

and even dishonored cheques. Thus, the character of the service in a given division is 

substantially shaped by the relations between the councilor and the engineer. These 

scenes of politicians sitting across the table from the engineers, alternately client and 
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commander, patron and petitioner, serve collectively as a reminder that the field of 

democratic politics is part of the hegemonic operation of the reforming state. 

However, the overwhelming characterization of this relationship in the discourse 

of depot engineers is one of a massive nuisance: a domain of disorder and a source of 

daily tension. Almost every engineer, with only one or two exceptions, had some story to 

tell about the disruptions that local politicians caused in their work, usually by demanding 

special privileges. Bharat said: 

Demanding public fountains are okay - they are for the people, but these 
politicians want private facilities. I never do anything outside the rules, so I send 
them to pay the money and get the sanction, but they can give a lot of trouble. 
They will call the CE or other senior officials, then a four-member delegation will 
visit and investigate the JE and hand out punishments. Everything is watched like 
a hawk by the opposing party politicians, who will also report to the top. 
Politicians are really making it difficult for us. But of course this depends on the 
mentality of the particular politician. (nt#Md 2.1) 

Sundari claimed, "Ever since the councilors came in, we have had to compromise 

on engineering norms in order to satisfy people's representatives" (nt#Md 19.3). This 

was reiterated by many engineers. Bharat elaborated: 

For example, during the drought we would have district secretaries and other 
party workers from various parties coming and asking us to put pumps here and 
tanks there. We are supposed to follow a procedure, perform yield tests, etc., 
before we install these facilities. 

... Politicians come and dominate in the name of the public - in all depots they 
are the biggest problem. They present themselves as social workers, but they are 
just politicians. In many cases, when the councilor is a woman, you have her 
saying one thing and her husband saying the opposite. It's like having two 
councilors! Some depots are completely dominated by the councilor - these are 
where there are soft AEs or JEs. But I cut this out right at the start - this is a JE's 
office, and will remain a JE's office! 
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Earlier, before elected councilors came in, it was the party functionaries who 
came and harassed us. But overall we were more free then, we could do our work 
in peace. Now we are constantly facing demands from councilors. (nt#Md 2.4) 

Political pressure on the local water service is, as this quote indicates, by no 

means new. Before the council elections in 1996, there was a scattered political presence 

in city neighborhoods, consisting of local party bosses who attempted to comer resources 

for party workers or constituencies. However, the pressure they brought to bear on the 

service could be much more easily written off into the domain of the informal. In the 

current situation, councilors exerted an authorized, if indirect, power, backed by their 

power in the city council. When they were also from the ruling party of the State, their 

local control could be compelling. 

Yet, the political field remained, in the discourse of depot engineers, a chaotic and 

disorderly field. A common locus for political favors was the public water tank; it was 

usually appropriated by an individual who turned it into a revenue source by charging the 

public a small fee (between 25 to 50 paise per pot) for the water. Tanks, thus, were 

resources under constant negotiation among party workers, political leaders and the depot 

engineers. When water was flowing more freely through the pipes, engineers attempted 

to reduce the tank supply, and often faced a lot of opposition, especially from the ruling 

party workers. Sundari complained: 

Earlier we did not have to accommodate the public so much. If the Area Engineer 
came and looked at this situation, he would say: don't put any more tanks here. I 
also feel that is right. But the councilor comes and puts pressure... (nt#Md 18.3) 

Arun explained to me how the allocation of tanks worked in the political field: 
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Here's how it goes. The party secretary looks at his list of party workers and 
finds ten people without jobs, so he demands from us: "Give us ten tanks!" If I 
say there are already tanks there, he says; "Those are for the previous government 
- now OUR men need to earn. Or you get rid of those fellows and put ours in." 
Nowadays I find that some tanks are shared between two parties - alternate day 
control! They have tendered out shares! (nt# Md 17.1a) 

Sometimes the caste factor is invoked in demanding additional tanks: the local 

"social worker" or party worker argues that a particular caste group is denied access to 

the existing tank. 

In these situations of contending political pulls on the service, some engineers 

allowed the ward councilors to mediate among the contenders. As Vijay claimed. 

Here the tension is too much - dealing with politicians who give conflicting 
commands. Before the time of elected politicians, there were small local leaders 
in each slum, you had to answer to each of them or they would threaten strikes 
and mariyals. Now I can send them all to the councilor - now we just go by what 
the councilor says. I pretty much take the lead from the division councilor and let 
him handle conflicts. 

But this is the main skill needed in O&M work - how to negotiate between 
politicians, party workers, local leaders and individual members of public. It is a 
job full of tension. (nt#Md 1.4) 

Hari, a timekeeper at one of the depots, said: 

Every AE is having to answer to so many politicians! Ideally it should just be the 
local councilor that submits a request to the AE, and maybe the MLA can speak to 
the area engineer. No other local politician should be allowed direct access to the 
AE! The AE can then try to fulfil that demand. But here every small politician, 
from district secretaries to all kinds of party workers put pressure on the officials 
- what are they supposed to do? (nt#Md 1.3a) 

Political interference in the water service was discursively incorporated into the 

engineers' sociological scheme of the public: according to them, it was not such a 

problem in the better-off divisions, but was typical of the slums. Similarly, north Madras, 
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a poorer region, was portrayed as more politicized than Annanagar or Besantnagar, two 

elite sections of the city. As Sriram explained, 

Here, in north Madras the connection with the state government is only through 
local politicians. In Annanagar, residential representatives sometimes come and 
give complaints, but here only politicians come. And they demand that we do not 
serve other politicians, because they might be from a different party or faction. 
(nt#Md 9.2). 

Nathan, who served in one of the better-off divisions, said: 

Here there is not too much interference from politicians. But when I was serving 
in my previous division, the DMK was in power and I did whatever they asked. 
They usually wanted something for the public, so I cooperated with them. Even 
in depot XX, before there was an elected council, there was only an MLA there, 
he did not interfere. If he or other politicians brought a request in the public 
interest, I fulfilled it. I never have a negative attitude - there is no such thing as 
"can't do" for me. Of course, if they ask for illegal things I can always refuse. 
But those tend to be lower-class politicians. The present councilor is from upper-
middle class, absolutely does not interfere. (nt#Md 12.2) 

Thus the engineer's sociology of political interference encompasses the 

socioeconomic character of the division as well as of the politician. 

Edited extract from fieldnotes,17 October 2001. 

The councilor asks Hema to accompany him to a slum settlement off SR street to 

handle a complaint from the local women about insufficient water in their handpump. 

Neither he nor she has transport, so I drive them there in my car. When we get there, the 

councilor goes into an extended huddle with a group of local women, the Metrowater 

workers and the AE to discuss what can be done. The women reveal an impressive 

knowledge of the technical features of the system. They eventually diagnose the problem 

as due to the fact that the main line on the other side of the road is at a lower elevation 
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than on their side. Eventually a decision is reached on a different location for the 

handpump. The councilor appears pretty committed to seeing the process through; he 

spends a long time speaking to the women and giving instructions to the Metrowater 

laborers. Meanwhile Hema is getting increasingly irritated. She tells me, on an aside, 

that this councilor takes a lot of money from people. She also complains that the 

government has caused a lot of problems by giving so many facilities to these slum 

people when they pay nothing. "They are all illegally settled here, but when the 

government tries to evict them it never succeeds." (nt#Mdl6.3) 

The political mobilization in the slums compounded the depot engineers' 

difficulties in "handling the public." A major trope of the "public" in the discourse of 

depot engineers was that of a chaotic field in which politics dominated over civility. 

Most engineers argued that it was because of the politicians that people in the slums had 

become so demanding: 

The public is not involved, they only expect subsidies, don't want to pay 
anything! Only after the 1996 councillors' elections all this has happened. It has 
completely changed public attitudes. (nt#Md 17.2) 

Another problem with councilors, from the engineers' perspective, was their 

tendency to point out conditions that had been around for decades, like sewage flowing in 

uncovered stormwater drains along the streets, things that the engineers had become 

inured to. Hema said, bitterly, "The problem has been here for 30 to 40 years and now he 

wants to solve it overnight! (nt#Md 16.3). 
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Within this framework of enforced accountability to councilors, some engineers 

engaged in small power games to maintain their space of authority and autonomy. In one 

depot, the councilor phoned to inform Radha, the depot engineer, of a pollution problem. 

He asked her to come down immediately as the public were gathered at the site. Radha 

said to me, "Do I go myself? No, I send my worker!" The worker went to the site and 

returned to report that the problem was a minor one, as Radha had suspected. 

Meanwhile, another man came to the depot to complain about something, and much of 

his discourse consists of a disavowal of any relations with the local councilor. Radha 

later told me that he was a DMK party worker who had a habit of taking complaints 

straight to senior officers. She said, 

There is a real problem now of public being given too much weightage in our 
department, more than in any other government department. And this has only 
happened over the last five years! Both politicians and officials are giving too 
much weightage to the public.... Public satisfaction has gone down because 
public expectations have increased. Even uneducated people now know where 
the depot office is, who the AE is, what we are supposed to do. They are more 
arrogant now. Earlier they would not sit on the roads [in protest]! All this is 
because of the media and because of politicians. People now expect immediate 
service, encouraged by politicians and by anti-social elements who exploit and 
use the public! (nt# Md 10.1) 

The widespread perception among engineers is not only that the field of the public 

is over-politicized, but that the character of the political field is corrupt and counter

productive. The increasing corruption of the political field was, in some engineers' 

portrayals, linked to the entry of lower class and uneducated people into positions of 

political power. Arun was presumably referring to the anti-Brahmin movement of the 
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1960s in Tamil Nadu, which brought large sections of lower castes into power, when he 

said. 

It is politicians after 1967 that have made everyone corrupt! Politicians used to be 
rich before, so they did not need the money, they upheld the dignity of the post. 
Now all the politicians are poor and needy. They should have at least some basic 
qualifications! (nt#Md 17.1a) 

Mala recalled the pervasive corruption in the previous depot where she had worked: 

The councilor there was a low-class type, he was giving illegal connections all the 
time. Entire "nagars" had them, and he'd have broken my arms and legs if I'd 
tried to cut them! (nt# Md 15.1) 

The illegal connections that were so ubiquitous and naturalized in the service 

were almost universally ascribed to a lumpen political presence, especially in poorer 

divisions. Engineers commonly used terms like ''goonda [thug] types" and "rowdies" to 

describe these "corrupt" politicians. Arun, who had over 20 years' experience in the 

field, had a lot of stories to tell about political corruption and pressure: 

We observe politicians improving their homes suddenly after being elected. 
When we ask them about it they say: "We got resources from contractors!" 
Watching this, won't other people get resentful and say, "We have worked for 25 
years and cannot even afford a tape recorder!?" This is how it all begins! 

Or, I am sitting in my office and two autorickshaws full of guys come into the 
compound. There is the party secretary and some others. They say, "There are 
two new buildings on so-and-so street, where are the collections?" When I say I 
will be put in prison, they say, "You think we can't put you in?" They threaten to 
write letters saying I have taken Rs.20,000 from the public! So I decide to give 
them about Rs.lOOO from my own salary, but even that is not enough, they 
continue to negotiate and threaten. I turn them against each other, revealing that 
one has already collected money but has not shared! They threaten to get me 
fired or they offer transfers. 

Whenever there is any construction work going on in the division, they come and 
ask, "What's going on?" If I report, "So-and-so service is being provided," they 
look at each other and say, "Who is this ignorant man, does he not realize what 
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we are asking? We don't care what work you are doing, we want the money!" 
They really do not care what schemes are being implemented, only what they can 
get out of it! They will post a man outside the gate who will shadow workers and 
see where they go and what work is being done, so they can use the information 
to extract money or to make petitions against me! If the workers are digging a pit, 
they are rudely stopped by the politicians asking, "Who gave you permission to 
do this work?" 

So we have to struggle in all these ways to keep our jobs. We are fed up! We 
cannot even take action against the laborers because they will go and complain to 
the political leaders! (nt#Md 17.3a) 

Sundari claimed that this situation was what made "the field" a difficult place for female 

engineers: 

The working culture has improved. But there is more political influence being 
used. We are not going to succumb to it, though. The councilors and others try to 
make us get money for them. We cannot do those kinds of things, especially as 
women. This is why many women want to be either in the head office or near 
their homes, (nt# Md 18.4) 

The majority of field engineers in my study claimed that dealing with local 

politicians was by far the most challenging aspect of their jobs. Mala claimed that 

relations with her councilor were giving her chest pains and causing her hair to grey and 

fall. Many engineers had requested transfers because of conflicts with councilors. As 

Gayathri recalled, 

I left that area [her previous division] because I had clashes with the local 
councilor - he wanted the people to go only to him, or me to work with the people 
through him, but I directly provided services to the people, and they approached 
me directly. He threatened me a few times, but I continued to work. But after 
some time I applied for medical leave and then requested a transfer from that 
place, (nt# Md 19.2) 

Yet, maintaining a distance from these corrupt dealings was never a 

straightforward option for engineers. The majority were forced to hustle for strategies to 
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deal with them. Radha claimed to have honed her skills at this: "I never say no to a 

political person. Whether we do what he asks or not, at that time you say yes, and later 

call and explain the problems. Anybody can be tackled if you have the skill! (nt# Md 

10.1). Why was it so difficult for even the more straightforward and "clean" engineers to 

"say no" to the councilor? The answer seemed to lie in the pervasive culture of 

manipulation and mistrust produced by the perverse intersection of various lines of 

accountability in the organization. Anand pointed to some of these intersections when he 

told me that the councilor in his division was trying to get him transferred: 

Because I am unwilling to raise money for him. He thinks I am his agent! This is 
happening in a lot of depots. I refused to do that. I said I don't want to ask 
anybody for money. If I was in any other job, I would not be taking money at all. 
But in the depot we have to, to meet day-to-day expenses! So now an anonymous 
petition has been sent against me. But what makes me depressed is that the 
authorities take these anonymous petitions so seriously. It is so clear that it is 
fake, but they are still coming and investigating. This distrust, I feel it is because I 
am not giving the internal auditor any money! Everybody wants money from the 
depot engineer, because they think we are making money. The DAE comes and 
sits here, expects me to hand over money. The area engineer expects some, all in 
cash! (nt# Md 7.3) 

Radha also framed the problem of political pressure in terms of the corruption among 

engineers themselves: 

He [the councilor] is after money only if he feels you are earning a lot. They are 
not fools, they know who is earning and how much! Most of the AEs don't work 
- 80 percent are only after money! ... MW is getting more and more corrupt day 
by day, this should be checked. This is not because of politicians - that is a lame 
excuse. It is just greed, the raised cost of living, raised expectations. (nt#Md 
10.1). 

Bharat also indicated the link between political influence on the organization and the 

operation of politics within the organization: 
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Superior officers should support us but they take the opposite position: if they 
don't like us, they will use a councilor's complaint to say "he's an arrogant 
fellow, let's teach him a lesson! (nt# Md 2.4) 

In reality, few engineers can risk alienating councilors, as most privileges and 

favors in the system are channeled through political connections at high levels of the 

organization. For field engineers, the most salient effect of this political nexus lies in the 

transfer mechanism. Several engineers commented on this. Mala said: 

A lot of influence is used in transfers... Political influence has become strong 
only now, in the last five years, because of the political chairman. It never used to 
be like that before, (nt# Md 15.1) 

According to Bharat, 

There are a lot of transfers these days, all based on political pressures. They used 
to be strict about the once-in-three-years rule. But since we got a political 
chairman, there are more pressures. The previous MD used to be very particular, 
he did not cave in to political pressures. Now we have a new MD and a new 
chairman, so there are a lot of transfers, (nt# Md 2.2) 

Transfers, according to these reports, operated on highly informal and discretionary 

grounds. A senior administrator in the personnel department at the head office confirmed 

this: 

Unfortunately, there is no official policy that govems transfers. Except that they 
are supposed to rotate people once in three years - that is the maximum period, it 
can be less. This is a government rule. But we make transfers based on 
complaints, performance, and requests. If there are too many complaints about an 
official, we conduct an enquiry. The reason need not be given for transfers, but 
usually an official knows why he or she is being transferred. 

Interviewer: How much does political influence work in these things? 

Administrator: It depends. Sometimes a councilors may judge the official's 
performance, whether he is fit or not. In these cases, no enquiry is carried out. 
Councilors are highly corrupt - the AE may give him money to speak on his 
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behalf. If we go by their word, we will have to transfer 50 people a day! (nt# Md 
12.2) 

Tranfers, thus, constitute a multi-pronged instrument of control and complicity in 

Metrowater. In contrast to promotions, which operate on the basis of strict and 

unambiguous rules and procedures, transfers are preserved as an area of enormous 

discretion. Thus, the practice of transfers reveals overlaps and struggles among political 

influences, executive agendas and personal/professional motivations in the service. 

Robert Wade (1989) provides a remarkably detailed and insightful, if schematic, analysis 

of the system of personal transfers in public sector bureaucracies in India. His model 

demonstrates the "price reputations" that get attached to particular posts in the fields of 

state services (related to the earning potential that they offer), the systematic procedures 

through which the substantial rents generated through this system are shared within the 

bureaucratic ranks, and the critical role of politicians in this system. He shows how this 

system is produced in large measure by fundamental features of local and State party 

politics, in particular the high rupee cost of financing elections, retaining a political 

constituency and rising in the political hierarchy. Wade also demonstrates the far-

reaching consequences of the system of transfers on the operation of state services, 

showing how it acts as the "slipping clutch" of development administration, allowing 

pressures for corrupt behavior to bear down on the incumbents of certain posts, and 

posing a limit on the extent to which service objectives can be reached. 

This model conceives of the system of transfers as one informed by an interlocked 

system of rent-seeking and self-interest. In Metrowater, however, transfers also 
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represented ambivalences and rejections. As the quotes above show, engineers often 

requested transfers as much to escape political pressures and compulsions as to seek 

lucrative posts. Postings that offered high earning opportunities often also carried 

demands, tensions and threats; these attributes were traded off in different ways by the 

engineers. Several, especially women, expressed a preference for postings that were 

"orderly" and gave them less headaches. 

The system of transfers draws attention to how political power operates to shape 

an arena of collusion and coercion both within the agency hierarchy and between the 

agency and politicians at State and local levels. Reform policies, however, attempt to 

highlight relations of cooperation between politicians and the service. Rajesh, the former 

head of the organization who led many of the reforms, described how he had taken pains 

to forge better relations with city councilors in the 1990s: 

When you work in government, there are a lot of factors to take into account -
you have to please a lot of people. So I made it a point to meet with various 
people regularly, including MLAs, local councilors, and customers in general. 

... In the beginning, when I had just taken over, there was a lot of shifting of 
blame and pointing of fingers. We had a meeting between local councilors and 
our field engineers, and the entire time the councilors were just shouting at our 
engineers. And I had no defense, I said I would just study the problem. What we 
did was we went around the areas for about a week along with the local 
councilors, and collected every single complaint that people had, and I said we 
would handle them all within a month. And we did. After that it came to a point 
when the joint meetings between corporation councilors and our engineers would 
only last ten minutes - they would just have coffee together and congratulate each 
other and leave. A system was set up in which depot engineers would meet with 
corporation officials once a month, meetings would occur at the area level once in 
two months, and at my level once a quarter. The relationship was very good at 
that time because the Corporation was friendly with the State Government, (nt# 
Mel) 
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This friendly relationship, however, was compromised in 2001 by the change of 

regime in the State. As pointed out in chapter 2, the coordination committees that had 

been set up in the late 1990s between city council members and local utility officials had 

been largely dismantled and were evident only in a few zones by mid-2001. Within 

Metrowater, meanwhile, the official relationship with politicians remained highly 

ambivalent at all levels of the bureaucracy. While official policies continued to promote 

partnership with politicians, officials at every level accused those at other levels of 

complying with political pressures, and all claimed that this trend was on the rise. The 

discourse of "politics as the problem" was used by field engineers to cover up the lack of 

control that they experienced over their work. And, as the association with the political 

domain was implicitly linked to "unofficial" transactions, politics was counterposed with 

the law through the conflation of "unofficial" with "underhand", illegal, and so on. 

Ultimately, political interference was invoked as a case for privatizing O&M. As Hari 

said. 

If the place is privatized, you cannot pull strings through MLAs and party 
officials and all kinds of people—you would have to go straight to the Chief 
Minister, and from there through the secretary. But now because this is a 
government organization, everybody feels they can come in and demand things. 
(nt#Md 1.2a) 

Vijay urged me: 

The only hope for Metrowater - and you should write this down - is if it is 
completely separated from politics! It should not have any mix at all with 
politics. No ministers, nothing! (nt# Md 1.2) 

This ethnography thus exposes internal inconsistencies in the agendas that have 

come to be glossed under the universalizing discourse of reform, tensions that are 
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revealed in their local engagements. Governance reforms, despite some cross-country 

variations, generally seek to improve managerial capacity in the state sector while 

strategically reducing the role of the state and promoting democratic politics. In India, 

"increased engagement with local government institutions" is part of the manifesto of 

institutional reforms (WSP 1999). Several critics (e.g. Guhan 1997, Jenkins 2001) have 

commented on the "democratization" component of the governance reform package as 

being largely instrumental, designed to serve the agenda of economic liberalization. 

Jenkins (2001) sees aid agencies' active assistance to the "democracy and governance" 

sector as part of efforts to create a conducive environment for market-oriented policies 

and better economic performance. 

My study shows that daily relations between engineers and local politicians at the 

frontline, within the context of sectoral reforms that carve out a space of autonomy from 

the political sphere, produce and reproduce antinomies of order and corruption, official 

and unofficial, service and patronage, us and them. By setting up the field of politics as 

"the other" in this way, these discourses challenge, yet at the same time reinforce, the 

idealized and instrumentalized model of democratization purveyed by the governance 

programs. In other words, the engineers' characterization of the political field as chaodc, 

clientilistic and corrupt sets up an empty space for a more virtuous field of democratic 

accountability that is still in demand. 

Rob Jenkins (2001) outlines a similar problem in his discussion of how 

international aid agencies use the concept of civil society in supporting governance 

reforms. Misreading history, and overloading the concept with a range of instrumental 
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meanings that contradict each other, the agencies, says Jenkins, have generated a sterile 

concept of civil society that is bound to fail. "(T)he main difficulty is that the definitions 

are not capable of producing, in a co-ordinated way, the three main outcomes that 

assistance to civil society is meant to produce," namely the transition to democratic 

politics, the consolidation of democracy and the promotion of market-oriented economics 

(ibid: 253, emphasis in original). Jenkins's argument is that the notion of civil society 

that USAID is putting its weight behind is one that is unmitigatedly benign and derives 

from the premise—either naive or cynical— that all opponents of authoritarian rule are 

supporters of democracy. "The dynamics of political movements and the constantly 

shifting motives which characterize political life bear little resemblance to the sanitized 

vision of civil society which USABD and other agencies seek to promote" (ibid: 262). 

The section below examines how the sphere of local politics converges with a 

sphere of "the public" as conceived by the depot engineers, to produce a 'political 

society' that is not very civil at all. 

THE "PUBLIC" AS POLITICAL SOCIETY 

As suggested above, the sphere of local electoral politics is closely associated, in 

the discourses of depot engineers, with "the public," conceived as the rough, disorderly, 

and increasingly demanding masses of slums-dwellers who are nothing like the "civil 

society" that the reforming bureaucracy is encouraged to engage with. Located at the tail 

end of the piped water system and the fringes of administrative order, and dependent on 

the commons, this public poses intractable challenges for engineers caught in the 
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exigencies of reforms. In a reform framework which defines "good service" as 

financially viable response to consumer demand, the urban poor, who continue to rely on 

free water through public standpipes, appear as the proteges of populist political regimes 

responsible for the "institutional failures" of state-run utilities. Thus, the poor are marked 

as undeserving partly because they are trapped in a realm of politics that is construed by 

the reforms as a sphere of impossibility. One middle level engineer expressed this in 

strong terms: 

The main reforms we need in Metrowater is to educate the public! And to remove 
political interference. This has become a government of the slums. It only wants 
to supply water to the slums, to people who cannot pay, and it does not supply to 
people who pay! This is the main problem we are facing! (Md 10.2a) 

Some engineers even attributed the very existence of slums to politicians. Arun 

said: 

Slums are popping up everywhere - in the most impossible places! Like next to 
the war memorial! I call them "dhideemagaf [literally: "sudden towns"]. And 
this is all because of the politicians! Then the people stage a protest or two, and 
we supply water to them by tank. Nothing can be planned! (nt# Md 17.2a) 

The public, then, are constituted by uncivil masses who are demanding, unwilling 

to pay and politically organized. The relationship between officials and this public 

verges on the adversarial when it is not patronizing and pedagogic. As Ramesh put it. 

Politics on the one hand, and public awareness, has grown. Only, officials don't 
have the dhairyam [courage] to stand up to the public. We do, the AEs and 
DAEs do. But the area engineers and other senior officials are too scared of the 
public and the politicians! (nt# Md 1.2a) 

The engineers' fissured notion of the public and their ambivalent engagement 

with this public, illustrate the contradictory relationship between modernity and mass 
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politics in India. This contradiction is captured by Partha Chatterjee's concept of 

"political society", which he defines as a domain of mediating institutions between state 

and civil society, where civil society refers to the bourgeois associational forms derived 

from Western modernity, embodying the principles—or rather, the discourses—of 

equality, autonomy, contract and deliberative procedures of decision-making (Chatterjee 

2001). Chatterjee argues that in the postcolonial Indian polity, civil society is shallow 

and an "exclusive domain of the elite," marking the classic incompleteness of the project 

of modernization and of the pedagogic mission of enlightened elites in relation to the rest 

of society. In its normative self-concept, it excludes the "actual public [that] will not 

match up to the standards required by civil society" (ibid; 174). Political society, on the 

other hand, rests on a notion of "population" as an aggregation of discrete, classifiable 

units of society - a notion that was produced by the govemmentalities of colonial and 

modem states and their far-reaching and intimate welfarism. 

Thus, concomitant with the gradual development of civil society in modem 

nation-states, "the possibility of a different mediation between the population and the 

state was already being imagined" (ibid: 175). In Chatterjee's analysis, political society, 

while appropriating the rhetoric of citizenship and rights launched by the strategies of 

nationalist mobilization and girding itself with the framework of modem political 

institutions such as parties, remains animated by different principles of association, those 

of patronage, charismatic leadership and identity. Chatterjee shows how the mediation of 

this political society with a developmental state occurs through forms of democracy, 

producing somewhat perverse effects for the goals of post-colonial state formation. "Just 
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as there is continuing attempt to order these institutions in the prescribed forms of liberal 

civil society, there is probably an even stronger tendency to strive for what are perceived 

to be democratic rights and entitlements by violating those institutional norms" 

(Chatterjee 2001:176). 

This concept of "political society" corresponds closely with the category of the 

public that emerges in the sociological scheme of depot engineers in my ethnography, 

particularly in terms of the collective character of this public. This public makes its 

claims on the state not through the orderly associational citizenship of civil society, but in 

a different form of collectivity, the crowd, the mass that the engineers abhor and fear. The 

politicized masses deal confidently in the currency of rights, yet these are collective 

rights collectively demanded. 

However, my ethnography points to two problems with Chatterjee's 

conceptualization of political society as an actually existing domain of a polity. 

Chatterjee claims that "the very collective form in which [these masses] appear before the 

state authorities implies that they are not proper citizens but rather population groups who 

survive by sidestepping the law" (ibid: 177). His emphasis on political society's 

"violations of institutional norms" and "sidestepping [of] the law" reproduces the trope of 

mass political leaders as corrupt, anarchic and governed by relations of patronage. My 

study, however, indicated that the field of local political action in the city could by no 

means be reduced to this image. Many of the councilors I met articulated visions of the 

service that converged with the reform policies of Metrowater. I interviewed a small 

sample of councilors (two women and three men) to elicit their perspectives on the 
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reforms in Metrowater. Most of them offered positive feedback on the reforms; they 

were particularly approving of the infrastructure improvements that had been carried out. 

Some also claimed that engineers had become more responsive to complaints, although 

they portrayed officials in general as prone to assist their better-off clients. Some 

councilors expressed concern about the prospect of privatization of the service; they 

feared it would lead to a loss of accountability. One said, "We won't know whom to 

complain to. Now we can go to the JE or AE when there are problems." Another cited 

the case of the private multinational that handled garbage clearance in some wards: 

"They say it works well, but it costs a lot and it has also cost a lot of government jobs. 

They serve the public, but don't cooperate with us." One councilor, however, claimed 

that the privatization of conservancy freed up her time; "Earlier, with 40 people working, 

we did not get satisfactory results, now with 12 to 13 people under the private contractor, 

we have very few complaints. They have good facilities and their equipment is in good 

condition, so there are few delays and backlogs in garbage clearing." For some 

councilors then, privatization, if it resulted in a "better service", fulfilled their visions of 

improved governance. 

The field of local politics in my study, then, comprised actors that presented 

themselves (and appeared to act) as key points of accountability for local services and 

integral players in the reforming state. They thus present a more complex picture than 

that suggested by Chatterjee's patrons of political society. A senior engineer in 

Metrowater articulated what he saw as the critical role of councilors in the service, even 

as he expressed some frustration at their styles of asserting authority: 
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They often come here and make themselves at home: they come in at 6 am and 
demand tea and tiffin [snacks or breakfast]. But nowadays the bureaucracy is 
finished, officials can't do anything effectively on their own. Things can only be 
done with public participation. The public cannot sit in comers any more, they 
have to be involved, and it is the councilors who can represent the public. 

Earlier, the government was king. But now, local people have become more 
forceful. We have to have a very conciliatory attitude toward the public. This is 
the trend. If we have good public representatives, this is not a problem. ... 
Councilors should act as mediators between us and the public, (nt# MdMf 1). 

A scholar writing on reforms in water services writes: "(T)here is often a fine line 

between undue political interference and the pressure for accountability" (Gutierrez 

2003:28). He argues that autonomy in the provider's daily functioning must be balanced 

against the need for strong political oversight and public scrutiny. Goetz and Gaventa 

(2001), in their international comparative study of citizen "voice" in public service 

delivery, point out that many efforts to hold civil servants to account seek to bypass 

elected representatives. In my case, however, elected representatives are overdetermined 

as channels of accountability in the service, governing as they do the system of transfers 

of agency functionaries as well as the allocation of resources. 

This ethnography also complicates Chatterjee's portrayal of political society as 

"sidestepping the law," by showing how "the law" itself gets fashioned locally through 

the field engineers' struggles with and translations of reformist visions and policies. As 

these policies invoke (and speak for) the urban poor as the grounds for the new 

disciplines and efficiencies of service, in the process re-figuring these populations as 

consumers-in-the-making, the subjects of these discourses articulate and enact a profound 

challenge to these agendas in their ongoing politicized demands for welfare as right. 
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Joseph and Nugent (1994) and Roseberry (1994) argue that popular or mass 

culture as oppositional fields of practice can only be conceived in terms of their relations 

with the dominant culture within the larger frame of the operation of power. This is a 

useful reminder for our attempt here to understand the engagement of political society 

with the practices of the reforming bureaucracy within a hegemonic "field of force" in 

which the terms of engagement are set by the coercive commercializing drives of reform 

and privatization. Political society offers an "oppositional" engagement with the 

reforming service through a set of collusions, overlaps and appropriations of these 

hegemonic terms in a field in which relations of power are structured very 

asymmetrically. More importantly in this study, these "oppositional" practices allow the 

field of politics to remain discursively distanced by reforming bureaucrats as a sphere of 

impossibility even as they engage intimately with it both formally and informally. As 

Hansen and Stepputat point out, ".. .(T)he rough and tumble of competitive politics... 

does not necessarily mean that hegemony is ineffective. On the contrary, a low level of 

political and ideological coordination, a diffuse nature of power, a non-reflexive 

routinization of governance and political processes, and a commonsensical acceptance of 

the domination of political life by certain groups and families may well be what makes 

hegemony endure" (2001:28). 

There is another aspect in which Chatterjee's model of "political society" over-

schematizes the domain of the uncivil public. It fails to account for collectivities in this 

domain that seek to bypass or sidestep local political formations in demanding services 

from the state. The groups of women from the slums that crowded the doorways of the 
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depot offices, demanding responses to their complaints and threatening to protest on the 

streets, were often unrelated to any active political constituency. In the course of my 

fieldwork, I visited several slum neighborhoods and talked with groups of women inside 

their homes or in small meeting rooms. One such group was very much in favor of 

private water connections in the slums, and expressed willingness to pay for them, largely 

because of the stranglehold that local party workers had established over the public water 

taps. In the slum neighborhood of Avvainagar, women claimed that the area's three 

public fountains had not worked for nearly five years as the local water boss, Velu, 

deliberately kept them in disrepair by removing washers or other parts, or tethering his 

cattle near the pumps so that the place was covered in cowdung. Thus, the entire 

community was kept dependent on water supplied by trucks controlled by this man. The 

women told me; "If he knew we were speaking to you now, we would not get water for 

the next few days." They said they were prepared to pool money to raise Rs. 10,000 to 

get some "bulk connections" if this would assure them a reliable supply that was not 

dependent on local party bosses and did not have to be carried over long distances. 

According to the women, Velu, who called himself a social worker, was one of those 

young men who had immense muscle power and would go with anybody that gave him 

money - this party today, another tomorrow. They said: 

The main problem in this slum is that nobody gets together to say what they want 
- we are all so individual, so there is nobody to oppose these guys. When we had 
a pump, one family would control it. They had no formal authority, but they 
would hang on to it and fill every container they had, then wash some vessels, 
then by the time they were done, the water would stop. We paid nothing, but had 
no assurance of getting water. With the trucks at least, one person controls them 
and makes sure the water is distributed. 
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These perspectives highlight the slippery nature of the category of "local 

politicians:" the "social worker," glossed as a party worker, was a powerful but unstable 

authority in the slums. The Avvainagar women, however, claimed that even the councilor 

was no help to them: "He comes and writes things down but does nothing!" In another 

slum neighborhood, Osangkulam, women had learned to run the gamut of the state 

structure to get water: they complained to the councilor as well as to depot officials, then 

followed up their complaints with mass visits to the filling stations. They claimed that 

the councilor had done a lot to improve conditions in the neighborhood, but they 

constantly referred to Metrowater as "the government." 

These discourses brought to mind what a young journalist who had worked the 

city water beat for many years had said to me in an interview: "To understand the 

mindset that underpins the reforms, you have to listen to people: they have become so 

desperate, have lost faith in government so completely, that they don't care who provides 

the service" (nt#C13). Although he seemed to overstate people's loss of faith and their 

indifference to the provenance of services, he focused in on the convergences and 

settlements through which "the government" had become an object of disillusionment in 

the eyes of the public. 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter analyzes administrative discourses of the "field of politics" as well as 

the practices of politics themselves as crucial parts of the process through which the idea 

and power of "the state" is reproduced. Within the framework of reforms, politics is, on 

the one hand, located in a structuralist relation with the bureaucracy, as the corrupt other 
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that allows bureaucrats to present themselves as defenders of order and neutrality. On the 

other hand it is incorporated into a reform narrative that sees democratization as a 

concomitant of and contributor to economic liberalization. On the ground, local politics 

has become institutionalized, with councilors taking active part in the routine functioning 

of the depots and providing important channels of accountability in the water service. 

However, the discourses of "politics as the problem" allows engineers to displace the 

challenges of reform onto a putative "outside." 

This ethnography shows that the stand-off between politics and bureaucracy is 

part real and part staged. Struggles over issues of turf, authority and control over 

personal/professional stakes are intense. However, on questions of styles of governance, 

cultures of leadership, and norms of operation, councilors and engineers converge or 

diverge depending on a host of conditioning factors. This chapter portrayed the diverse 

character of what is reductively glossed as the field of local politics. It showed how 

variations in forms of authority between councilors and party workers create different 

modes of incorporation into "the state." Yet, politicians and bureaucrats engage in the 

convenient exchanges of stereotypes that Herzfeld so usefully analyzed as a blame game 

that ultimately subscribes to the same ideologies of nationalism and statehood, those 

based on models of family, kinship and localized loyalties. 
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CHAPTER 6 

PRIVATIZATION AND ITS DISCONTENTS 

"The question," said one of my informants, Ramnath, an academic who had been 

involved in water issues for several years, "is how to connect reform, governance, and 

drinking water. Like it or not, privatization is here to stay. Because there is a crisis, an 

absence of a good supply system. Metrowater is not in a position to meet the needs for 

water, the gap is too vast" (nt#C22). 

In answering his own question, Ramnath invoked the theme that appears at the 

core of all discussions of governance and drinking water since the 1990s. Privatization is 

presented here as an inevitable response to the crisis caused by nature and/or the state, 

both of which, in the case of Chennai, appear to have failed the people: 

Privatization is almost a natural process in this situation. The agency 
[Metrov^^ater] cannot claim it is reforming itself through privatization. 
It is only intervening to regulate a private sector that has already 
emerged, not really encouraging the private sector. The Government 
of Tamil Nadu recently issued a series of GOs [Government Orders] to 
regulate private investment, but privatization has been happening 
over the past 10 to 20 years. (nt#C22). 

Thus, privatization is produced by default of the state, like water running in to fill 

a vacuum. Ramnath continues: 

There has been a total messing up of drinking water in Chennai 
because of a lack of vision and guidance... The reforms are full of 
misgovemance and contradictions... For example, they have been 
talking of tariff reforms and commodification of water. But what is the 
method for valuing water? We need to address that, only then can we 
talk about commodification. I don't see any attempt to truly value 
water. How do you charge for water when supply is irregular or not 
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properly treated and people don't know when it will come in the tap? 
The quality of service is so poor, it is stupidity to talk about tariffs! 
(nt# C22). 

This causal link between misgovemance in the service and the trend toward 

privatization was made by several commentators in my study. An industrialist whom I 

interviewed said: 

Water has become a very profitable sector for private investment. 
People, even in slums, will now buy bottled water, but they won't pay 
two rupees to the [Metrowater] board! One, because they think water 
is free, and two, because they do not trust the board to provide 
efficient service! (nt# C12) 

But Ramnath also detects hypocrisy in Metrowater's claims to privatization: 

There is a contradiction - on the one hand Metrowater says it is being 
privatized, on the other hand they are implementing huge schemes to 
pump water from the Krishna [river]! Politicians look for short-term 
mileage from a scheme! ... You should trace the contradictory trends 
in privatization efforts. Privatization, for me, is when investors come 
in at the beginning of a project, at the construction stage. But they are 
not willing to do that in the water sector in Chennai, because it is not 
feasible, not sustainable, (nt# C22) 

For him, then, privatization properly meant concession contracts,^^ 

although this contradicted his own claim (above), that privatization had been 

occurring in Chennai for over ten years. To other informants in my study, it 

carried a range of other meanings. Among the most common responses I 

received from non-state commentators when I tossed the word "privatization" 

These are long term contracts in which private companies are invited to invest in construction of a project 
as well as to own and operate the facility for a specified period of time. See pp. 45-46 below for a fuller 
discussion of types of privatization. 
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at them was that the government was already, and had long been, privatized. 

This response came from industry representatives, journalists, ex-

bureaucrats and others, and most commonly alluded to what they thought of 

as corruption, the appropriation of public resources for private benefit. They 

gave specific examples of this, such as toll gate collections allocated to 

individuals as a special favor from the Chief Minister. 

Within the water sector, the term privatization was used to refer to various 

processes that were already underway in the city. A journalist who had covered the city 

water scene for years said: 

I am not sure what you mean by privatization. I believe that water is already 
privatized in Chennai. I wrote an article saying that Chennai spends 70 to 80 
crores [700-800 million] of rupees a month on water. This is an approximate 
figure that I put together after speaking to a number of private providers like 
water package manufacturers. Who depends on Metrowater? They can barely 
supply 100 mid. [million liters daily] now, against a required minimum of 500! 
They never ever managed to supply their own minimum target of 140 Ipcd. [liters 
per capita daily] - the best they did was about 70 Ipcd! 

Interviewer; This is during drought periods. But during normal times don't you 
think people will come to depend on Metrowater again? 

Journalist: Private parties have made inroads, this is not so easily reversible. And 
will Metrowater ever regain trust? The water package manufacturers, when I 
spoke to them, said they were here to stay! When you look at the water crisis, I 
think you should look at the big players, who are out to make a buck from it. 
Pepsi's Aqua Fina and Coca Cola's Kinley are getting bigger and bigger market 
shares - Bisleri [a local brand which, ten years ago, dominated Chennai's nascent 
botded water market] is now only the third. 

The groundwater legislation of 1987 which prohibits commercial exploitation of 
groundwater has never been applied, except in the case of the East Coast Road! 
... Metrowater does not want to enforce the law, because they cannot supply 
enough water themselves, so they have to let these people go ahead and supply! 
(nt#C13) 
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Several informants cited people's increased reliance on private 

groundwater sources as an instance of privatization of water supply. A 

senior government official in charge of water, however, argued that this was 

a class phenomenon: 

There you are talking about a small section of upper middle class and 
upper class people who have always been relatively self-sufficient in 
water. But the lower middle and lower classes are still very dependent 
on our supplies — they cannot go and buy a lorry-load of water 
whenever they need to. And these people are the ones who exert real 
demand — they create a huge hue and cry if they are not given water. 
In the last drought there were so many road rokos [road blocks] and 
protests, (nt# S2.2) 

Included in the processes labeled as privatization are Metrowater's recent moves 

to buy water from farmers' agricultural wells to supply the city. While the agency 

proudly advertised these efforts as examples of demand-responsiveness, and while they 

fulfilled the National Water Policy's recommendations to prioritize drinking water over 

all other uses, many local commentators were very critical of these measures. A 

researcher who had been studying the social and economic implications of Metrowater's 

harnessing of the water potential of the Araniyar Kortaliyar basin, north of the city, said: 

Near the Panjetti area where farmers are already selling water, they 
are definitely making more money from the sale of water than they did 
from agriculture, but nobody knows when the wells will go dry. 
Meanwhile, in the interior areas [where this is still a future prospect], 
there is a lot of apprehension and resentment about selling to 
Metrowater. They are very tied to agriculture, they say, "We can 
never think of stopping agriculture!" In Panjetti the land is left fallow 
and labor has had to migrate out. 
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Metrowater is looking at this purely as a commercial operation, but this is not 
enough, they must adopt a more comprehensive and long term plan. Their 
anxiety is to assure water for urban consumers. But there are two sides to the 
story. In order to bring drinking water to the city, you cannot deplete the 
groundwater in large agricultural areas! (nt# C27) 

Clearly, "privatization," a global keyword (Williams 1985) of the closing years of 

the twentieth century, has a wide range of meanings and referents in daily use as well as 

in specialized sectoral discussions. These usages in turn are imbued with a range of 

polemical overtones which suggest the ways that the speakers apprehend and evaluate the 

changing role of "the state." This chapter follows the word through its deployments in 

different spheres of discourse related to the water service in Chennai, showing how it 

serves as a window to the "ideas of the state" held by various subjects, from field 

engineers to private contractors working with Metrowater, senior officials of the agency, 

and outside commentators and observers. The state is produced through opposition with 

the private sector, as the locus of a set of virtues and vices, constraints and potentials that 

are diametrically contrasted to those of the latter. Through a metonymic process, the 

sector then starts to represent institutional form, style, culture and essence. Visions of 

privatization, then, reflect critiques, hopes and desires vis-a-vis the changing state, 

generating a moral discourse of the state within economistic and pragmatic vocabularies. 

The section below outlines the discourses of privatization deployed by 

Metrowater field engineers, outlining the range of cultural, social and administrative 

meanings that they attach to notions of the public and private (sector), and suggesting 

how these meanings inform their articulations of particular kinds of subjecthood. 
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Following this are sections that outline the perspectives of private contractors, senior 

government officials and outside observers. 

PUBLIC VERSUS PRIVATE: PERSPECTIVES OF FIELD ENGINEERS 

For field engineers, privatization was all around them, impinging on the depot's 

daily functioning in practical terms, for example, in the performance of the sewage 

pumping stations located in every division. Many of these had been contracted out in 

recent years to small local engineering firms for maintenance. These local operations 

provided immediate and close-range sites for depot engineers to generalize about private 

providers, or to compare and contrast their own styles and norms of operation. In 

addition, all depot engineers worked closely with large and small private firms contracted 

for construction and improvement schemes under the Second Chennai Project. 

Privatization of the depot function itself, i.e. the operation and maintenance of the core 

water distribution system, was still a relatively remote, if real, prospect: it was being 

discussed at policy levels, and one small depot on the outskirts of the city had already 

been leased to a private firm to run on a pilot basis. Thus, privatization - defined at this 

level as short- term contracting of maintenance functions to private firms who remained 

directly accountable to the board - was both a current reality affecting depot engineers' 

daily work, and a future prospect influencing their personal career prospects. 

Once again, field engineers revealed a deep ambivalence in their perspectives on 

privatization, both in terms of its effectiveness in delivering a better service and of its 

implications for their own careers. Most engineers, in discussing the prospect of 
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privatizing the depots, invoked a binary scheme in which their own service-orientation 

was contrasted with a private firm's commercial orientation. Their major objection to 

privatization was that they cared about the poor while a private company would not. As 

Anand said, 

They won't bother about lower-rung people. In Metro water, many of 
the engineers are still service-oriented - that orientation is there in 
the organization as a whole. I won't say it is strong, but it is there, 
(nt# Md7.2) 

He opposed privatization because "this service must not be profit-oriented." 

His experiences up to that point led him to conclude that "private companies 

won't give good service. See what L&T did with the house service 

connections. They did a bad job!" (nt# Md7.2). 

Nathan also claimed that a commercial entity would change the way 

priorities were set in the service: 

How can a commercial operation provide a better service? They will not look at 
the public interest, the public will not be served! For example, we give priority to 
the slum areas for hand pumps. Even if they cannot pay, the decisions are made 
on the basis of need. Privatization will shift the priorities to profit-making, (nt# 
Mdl2.1) 

Objections to privatization were also framed in terms of the practical 

exigencies of the service, which, according to many engineers, called for the 

kind of committed work that only public sector functionaries would perform. 

Bharat said: 

We work around the clock, for instance, if there is a leak or something. 
And we don't get any incentive, any overtime. This is the government, 
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we have to do it, it is our duty! But a private person won't go beyond 
the job. Also, for what I can do for Rs.5000, he will charge Rs.15,000. 
Many times these companies have other offices, so they triple their 
charges to the government in order to maintain their other businesses 
(nt# Md2.4) 

These arguments directly challenged two of the most common 

justifications for privatization of services: better performance and lower costs. 

Sundar also expressed skepticism about these claims: "What can you gain 

from privatization? What we are struggling to do with ten workers, how will 

they do with one worker? Plus, there is no water to supply! (nt#Md 5.2). 

These perspectives, alternating between critiques of the moral/social 

orientation of private providers and their practical capability in handling the 

demands of the service, were repeatedly articulated by field engineers. 

Prasad said: 

If commercializing the organization means rationalizing user charges, 
that is acceptable, but not beyond that. If the orientation becomes 
commercial, the emphasis won't be on the service and on the poor, but 
on making money. Private providers will try to save money. We [in 
the board] spend money, up to the last! It costs Rs. 4500 to bring a 
tanker of water from Nejrveli, but we spend it because we have to 
supply water. Private companies will try to sell it for Rs.6000, people 
cannot afford that.... 

Also, labor will earn less and work harder. Private firms will employ 
less people. They will not invest so much money. We in the 
government are always thinking about ways and means to attend to 
the problems, but private people will not be so concerned. 

How can a private company serve the people? In govemment it is done as a 
service, an obligation. This is not there with private parties. There is 
accountability from govemment - people ask us, they say, "we pay taxes, so you 
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have to provide services!" They cannot ask this from private parties! (nt#Md 
11.1) 

Most of these perspectives were grounded in the experiences engineers had with 

already privatized components of the service. Gayathri said: 

They tried privatizing the headworks and pumping stations in this 
division, but had to take them back into government because they were 
so badly maintained. The private contractor hired one man who was 
70 years old, they had no regular labor, just took people off the street. 
And they did not keep anj^hing clean. We in the department are much 
more responsible, we maintain things and work with some sincerity. I 
am in charge here, and directly accountable to the public. In the 
private sector, they are only interested in making money. They don't 
spend money on maintenance - the private contractor never 
whitewashed the offices! 

I don't think it will be possible to run a depot in that manner First of 
all, you need workers who know the system well, who have been in the 
job for years. And we too, as AEs, our long years of experience are 
needed. There are no drawings, no records of many things, how will 
they know about the system? And the contractors will want to bill 
every activity, but this is not possible - we are an essential service, we 
are not even allowed to go on strike! People have come to expect this 
service from the government. I think they will only get 50 percent 
satisfaction if it is privatized. With water supply, for instance, we 
cannot guarantee water — it depends on the rain. If there is no water, 
we explain to the public and they manage somehow. But if private 
companies meter them and charge, they will expect 100 percent supply 
- how can that be assured? We have to get water from Karnataka or 
Andhra. If the service is with the government, agreements can be 
made between ministers. Who is going to make such requests or 
agreements if the service is with private contractors? 

So, as long as we don't have a reliable source of water, privatization is not 
feasible. Slum people especially have come to expect the government to provide 
water free. Private companies are businesses - they will have a business 
mentality. Here we have a service mentality, (nt# Md 19.3) 
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Discussions of privatization, thus, summoned the rhetorics of public service as 

essential to the domain of the state, even though most of the engineers had already 

conditioned these rhetorics with accounts of their working realities. But engineers were 

also voicing, if unconsciously, direct critiques of the orthodoxies of privatization, by 

pointing to practical issues in the service that would pose an intractable challenge for 

commercial providers: among them the challenge of gaining an adequate knowledge of 

and control over system of supply and distribution. As mentioned in earlier chapters, the 

agency was attempting to enhance the legibility and order of the system with assistance 

from the private multinational Vivendi. But engineers remained skeptical. As Sundar 

said. 

Even workers who have been working here for ten or fifteen years 
often cannot tell where the lines go - how will newcomers get in? They 
will simply hire our workers for a lower wage! Only when depots are 
privatized will higher authorities get to know the real problems faced 
in running a depot! (nt# Md 5.2) 

The one depot that had been privatized on a "pilot" basis, however, 

appeared to offer no such insights. When I asked Metro water engineers to 

comment on this experiment, they reverted to the normative model of a 

purely technical service that would benefit from the economies of 

privatization, even though this was a model they had disputed in their 

accounts of their work: 

There they are just doing the job. We [in Metrowater] outline what the 
service should be, and we monitor. In Manali New Town [the site of 
the privatized depot], people have been suffering for a very long time 
because after the area was built, a few pipes were laid and just left 
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there. So this is a big improvement for them. And we had no other 
alternative: providing a full time board engineer and all the logistics 
would not have been cost-effective for Metrowater as it would not bring 
in so much revenue, (nt# Md 13.1) 

As will be elaborated below, the privatized depot functioned under fairly 

unique circumstances and was therefore not a pilot in the sense of offering 

lessons for the larger context. 

Another major justification for privatization in the orthodoxy of reform 

is the corruption and nepotism of the public sector. But Pradeep, a senior 

engineer, recalled that corruption and nepotism in the private sector had 

formed the grounds for the nationalization of many sectors of the economy in 

India in the 1970s: 

All banks before that used to be private. Government took them over, 
including all the staff and assets. Earlier all banks were owned by the 
Chettiars [a powerful merchant caste of southern India], and public 
deposits tended to be loaned out only to this caste, money tended to 
circulate among a few families only. Nationalization made money 
available to poor people, to the general public. 

Transport companies with over 50 buses were also taken over - the 
main reason was the huge amount of black money being generated in 
these sectors! My uncle took over one company in Coimbatore as the 
government-appointed director. There, under the private operators, 
they had been reporting a days' collection as three lakh rupees, but the 
first day the government ran it, they collected ten lakhs! Thus, seven 
lakhs had systematically gone undeclared, (nt# Mtl.3) 

Despite the above perspectives that critiqued or opposed privatization, 

field engineers were, in general, more ambivalent toward it than I had at 



298 

first expected, given its implications for their jobs. Almost all engineers, even 

those who opposed privatization in general, believed that some form of 

privatization was needed to address the labor problems in Metrowater. Some 

suggested that the "labor establishment" alone should be privatized. Prasad 

said: 

We can have private labor and pay them on the basis of a task, for e.g., 
Rs.50 for each sewage block removed. The types of blocks could be 
categorized as major blocks, minor, deep, etc., or we could have a flat 
rate, where the different types would balance each other out. This will 
be much better, because then they will do the job and I won't have to 
monitor so closely. Plus we won't have all these old people in the team, 
we can bring in some young blood, (nt# Md 11.1) 

Anand said: 

Many depots have bad sewage systems and a shortage of manpower. 
Privatization should only happen in terms of labor, nothing else. The engineer 
should remain and be the interface with the public. And payment should be on 
the basis of work orders, not salaries. The main thing is, we have no alternatives, 
we don't have enough labor to handle the problems. [If we privatize], there 
would be one AE for five depots, and we would learn to do it, we would get 
accustomed. I am not saying the service will be as good, but there is no 
alternative. I think the labor establishment should be privatized, (nt# Md 7.2) 

An administrator in the personnel department elaborated on this perspective: 

The private sector is able to extract work, how can we as public sector extract 
work? We are not the bosses of the workers, we are just government employees 
like them. I am here by virtue of my qualifications, but he has no respect for my 
authority. Nobody has any direct powers over anybody else in a government 
organization. (nt#Mhl2) 

There was a basic circularity in discussions of privatization: the shortage of labor 

in the agency, which was frequently mentioned as a reason for privatizing O&M, was 

also portrayed as the result of the steady privatization drive that had already been 
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occurring since 1990. Metrowater had been systematically shedding its workforce, 

particularly in the labor cadres for over 10 years through vigorous promotion of 

Voluntary Retirement Schemes (VRS). The administrator explained: 

Privatization is the ultimate aim, so even though we are not forcibly retiring 
anybody, we have been focusing on reducing our labor force. Universal norms 
say there must be four or five staff for every 1000 connections, Metrowater has 
26, so the World Bank has been putting pressure on us to reduce our workforce. 

Interviewer: Were you really overstaffed? 

Administrator: That's a good question!! Not to the extent that these figures 
suggest. We have frequent sewer obstructions because of open manholes, and 
other problems because of local conditions. So we cannot calculate worldwide 
norms and apply them blindly to our context. The real pressure to reduce staff has 
been from the World Bank! (nt# Mh3.2). 

Labor problems were the predominant, but not the only reason that 

engineers favored privatization. For some, it carried the potential for 

revitalizing and bringing fresh talent into the service. As the senior field 

engineer, Pradeep, put it, 

All of us are shifting to privatization because it is cost-effective and 
manageable, it provides the facility to draw talent from the market. In 
the state, we tend to carry on doing what our predecessors have done, 
and we have all been in these jobs for 10, 15, 20 years! There has been 
no hiring for the past eight years in Metrowater. So there is very little 
fresh thinking coming in, and there are so many new technologies and 
techniques that have been introduced, (nt# Mtl.2) 

Field engineers like Sameer, far from perceiving their careers as under threat from 

privatization, saw it as offering opportunities for their own entry into the professional 

market: 
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I am in favor of privatization, because it will benefit us. One, because we will not 
be used in this way [to run errands for senior officials]. We will be used for our 
own technical skills, so we can also improve our skills and become more 
marketable. Two, we will be recognized and get rewards for our skills and 
abilities. We will get opportunities. We can be engineers! (nt# Md 13.1) 

Vidya echoed this: "In the private sector you can do your job w^ell, with no 

interference from politicians. You don't have to answer to hundreds of people" 

(nt# Md 8.1). 

Thus, discourses of privatization figure the state as constrained and 

limited, its hands tied in terms of resources, capacities and attitudes. A 

senior engineer at the head office claimed: 

Definitely privatization is a better route to get results, because of government 
policies and official tendencies! We as government have so many limitations! 
Anybody, everybody, everywhere, whether in government or private sector, wants 
to work. But the circumstances, the atmosphere in the government will not allow 
you to work. 

... Why is the government deteriorating? I can give you a good picture. In depot 
offices, the officers cannot even ask customer to sit! There is no chair! If I want 
to go to work early, I cannot. There is nobody to open the office! People here [in 
the head office] pretend to not have time, but this is really all pretense, they have 
plenty of time! But in the field, it is a different affair! For example, the engineer 
gets minimum ten complaints a day, each one needs at least an hour's attention. 
If he has only four workers, out of which maybe one can really work, how can he 
solve ten problems? How can you expect results? But still we manage somehow! 
(nt#Mhll.2) 

When I mentioned to another senior engineer that several depot engineers had 

claimed that private providers would not prioritize the poor as they themselves did, he 

responded: 
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Do they do this? I am happy if they think they do. But how much are they really 
performing? They may have sympathy with the public - but that is actually a 
fault in our system. If the system is functioning smoothly, people should not even 
know that a service is being performed, there should be no need for engineers to 
sympathize with the public! But the poor depot engineer is forced to function like 
this because the system is faulty. 

I believe that private agencies can provide better services to the public than 
government 
Will private companies have concern for the poor? Concern should not be an 
issue. We have the choice of running a public utility and getting quality service 
by paying a price, or doing social service, having the satisfaction of employing 
some people - 5000 out of a population of 5 million! (nt# Mtl.2) 

Many field engineers looked forward to further privatization of agency functions, 

as they believed this would shift their roles from direct implementation to those of 

supervision and monitoring. Thus, engineers' perspectives on privatization ranged right 

across the spectrum, from vehement opposition to approval. Some remained ambivalent. 

As a senior engineer said. 

People want to pay and get a little better service, which a private company can 
provide. But if water is totally privatized, the poor and middle class will really 
suffer! In our department, some aspects have been privatized, but there is a lack 
of good monitoring. The government must take a strong role in monitoring, 
otherwise the private sector can be as bad as the public sector! (nt# Mhl 1.1) 

As this section showed, field engineers' perspectives on privatization reflected 

their notions of the attributes and competences of states and market, as well as their 

assessment of the implications of privatization on their own careers. The next section 

reviews engineers' actual experiences with privatization in Metrowater, namely with the 

small private contractors that have been providing maintenance services on sewage 

pumping stations and water treatment plants over the past decade. 



302 

Experiences with maintenance contracts 

Sewage pumping stations were among the earUest technical operations in 

Metrowater to be contracted out on a large scale starting in 1990. Of the 120 stations 

owned by the Board, about 80 were maintained by private contractors in 2001. Like 

sewage and water treatment plants, these operations lent themselves easily to private 

maintenance as they were of a relatively straightforward technical nature and involved no 

direct interface with the public. Newly built stations were maintained by the construction 

contractors for a period of six months, and then directly tendered out to private firms, 

obviating the need to assign board staff to them. Stations operated by the board were 

tendered out in batches for three-year periods. Engineers gave me various and often 

conflicting accounts of the criteria used for selecting stations to be contracted out: these 

accounts reflected their views on the relative strengths and capabilities of the board and 

the private sector. Some claimed that stations that were more difficult to run were 

tendered out, others claimed that the more complicated ones were retained by 

Metrowater, as "board staff are more responsible in maintenance than the private staff." 

It soon became clear that personal/professional stakes weighed into engineers' 

assessments of the performance of privately operated pumping stations. As mentioned 

above, privatization offered engineers the (greatly valued) opportunity to displace their 

labor problems onto contractors. This was its major advantage according to the AEs and 

JEs of the electrical wing, whose job was to supervise the operations of technical 

facilities such as pumping stations and filling stations, either directly (if the plants were 
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run by the board), or as monitoring and supervising authorities (if the stations were 

privately maintained). Thus, a senior electrical engineer in Metrowater, responsible for 

overseeing the maintenance of all 19 sewage pumping stations in one zone (assisted by 

four electrical AEs or JEs who each supervised four or five stations) said; 

Performance-wise there is no difference between government-run and 
privately-run stations because each AE has some of each under his 
control and it is up to him to extract work from them. In board-run 
stations however, the JEs have to deal with Metrowater labor who are 
completely useless! Making them work becomes the JE's headache! In 
private stations controlling labor becomes the contractor's problem, the 
JE is saved this! (nt# Ms6) 

This perspective was shared by a JE in charge of immediate 

supervision of pumping stations, who also saw no essential difference in 

performance between the two tj^es of operations: the difference was 

determined by the quality of monitoring and supervision by Metrowater 

engineers. In these views, then, the state remained the auspices under which 

the success and failure of privatization was determined. 

After all, it is up to us JEs to monitor all this — we are responsible. If 
something does not work, we are accountable, we are questioned. 
Their performance is perfectly satisfactory. Yes, they have a little less 
experience than Metrowater staff, but how much experience do you 
need to switch pumps on and off? Some AEs don't oversee regularly, 
they just leave them to themselves, but I am very attentive, (nt# Ms7) 

Privatization in this form, then, was perceived as an integral part of the state's 

own function. This incorporation or conflation seemed to occur at a more fundamental 

level too: many electrical engineers, apparendy, had more than simply supervisory 
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relations with the contractors. They had financial stakes in the firms, ranging from the 

standard "cuts" of the contract amount, to undeclared shares in the business itself. Many 

of these "privately" run pumping stations, then, were effectively enterprises owned by 

Metrowater engineers. 

These circumstances appeared to influence engineers' perspectives on the 

performance of private pumping stations. In zones where there was a smaller number of 

privatized stations and fewer signs of this convergence between business and supervisory 

relations, senior electrical engineers had a less favorable assessment of their performance. 

Privatization seems to be v^^orking well only from the financial angle -
we are saving a lot! But the private stations don't perform so v^^ell. 
Two of them were taken back by the Board because there were too 
many complaints. They don't maintain the levels sufficiently low. 
Their workers work 12-hour shifts, when the contract specifies eight 
hours. But there is not that much work, just operating the machines. 
Private workers often just put off the machines and go to sleep. The 
main problem comes during an emergency — private labor cannot deal 
with these situations because they don't have the experience — these 
companies recruit fresh labor! (nt# Ms2a) 

Emergencies in this case consisted of overflows of untreated sewage 

due to malfunctioning pumps or other breakdowns in the pumping system. 

There was widespread agreement among Metrowater engineers that these 

emergencies demonstrated the limits of privatization efforts of this kind. The 

state's role was seen as critical in these moments of crisis that were always 

waiting in the wings. This role derived from issues of scale as well as of basic 

accountability. As the senior electrical engineer outlined it, 
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One big disadvantage [of privately run depots] is that in cases of 
emergency, if the station was run by the board, I could command all 
resources, get labor from other stations, bring in qualified engineers 
from the board at short notice and make them solve the problem. In 
private stations, unless they have emergency crews, they are stuck! 
(nt# Ms6) 

Another electrical AE said: 

In case of emergencies or faults, they [private contractors] can just 
leave, but we cannot leave until the fault is rectified. We, being 
government, are responsible if anything happens, (nt# Ms2) 

A senior (zonal) supervising engineer noted that the board had made sustained 

efforts to improve the performance of the private contractors. 

In 1990, when the policy [on privatization of pumping stations] first came out, 
norms were not properly specified. So there were a lot of problems; the firms 
employed very cheap untrained manpower, observed no safety rules, there were a 
lot of deaths of workers due to negligence. So recent agreements have specified a 
lot more about safety regulations, the minimum qualifications for manpower, and 
so on. Overall, the performance of private stations has improved. Private 
companies have been forced to insure their workers. 

But disadvantages remain. In case of a major problem, we as the 
board can always divert people, find experienced people, get what we 
need. But they, in times of crisis, simply wash their hands. If the 
machinery breaks down, they just inform us, they are not bothered. 
Because the assets are not fixed on them, (nt# Ms2a) 

Thus, in the perspectives of these officials, the state remains the site of last 

recourse and ultimate responsibility, the sovereign protector of men and machines; it is 

where the buck stops. 

Even laborers in Metrowater remarked that only the government seemed to 

shoulder long term responsibility: private workers did piece jobs and moved 
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on; if there was a problem with their work the next day, they got a job again. 

Ram, a sewer team worker pointed out: 

Yesterday I unblocked a drain and today the block is back and I have to do it 
again. But take L&T, they did a poor job on joints and interconnections and now 
they're gone, and leaks and pollution occur all the time! (nt# Md2.4) 

Despite being the ultimate locus of responsibility, however, the board, as many 

engineers pointed out, found it difficult to hold large corporations like L&T to account. 

Nathan showed me large pits that had been dug as part of the new drainage project but 

had not been properly compacted. 

This is difficult because of the clayey soil here. But also, it is hard to control 
these big contractors. Usually, a private contractor's performance depends on the 
supervision of the Metrowater AE, but in the case of big contractors, such 
supervision is hard (nt# Mdl2.2) 

While engineers had mixed reviews of private sector performance, all agreed that 

the main benefit from maintenance contracts lay in the radical cost savings they offered. 

Tenders were called for a given operation at estimates that often amounted to less than 

half of the board's expenditures on that operation, and the winning bids usually came in 

significantly (about 10 to 15 percent) lower than these estimates. Contractors achieved 

these savings principally in labor costs - not only from lower levels of staffing, but from 

much lower wages, paying their workers about a third of what board laborers eamed. A 

common practice among these small contractors is to hire workers from rural areas and 

house them on the premises of the pumping station. Thus, the public facility is 

"privatized" in another sense, turned into living quarters, in a practice that has been 

analyzed as the feminization of work (Mohanty 1997, Ong 1987). 
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Metrowater workers' unions had vigorously opposed the privatization efforts. 

One of these union leaders told me: 

The contractors - they bring in teams of people from the forests and villages, and 
pay them next to nothing! These workers live there, at that pumping station 
across the street ~ their homes are somewhere in the village, they have stoves on 
the premises, they cook there, sleep there. This is all in violation of the Factories 
Act! (nt#Mll) 

Union opposition had succeeded in slowing the pace of privatization for a brief 

period; the only reason that the board still ran some stations was because they could not 

relocate all the workers that remained after VRS-induced labor shedding."^^ Yet the 

workers remained bitterly critical of the private operations. The union leader claimed 

that some Metrowater AEs "ran" these stations, and insisted that the entire privatization 

drive was simply a way for officials to make money. 

The technology [in those stations] is up to scratch, there are submersible pumps of 
good capacity, they should be enough to take care of all the sewer problems. But 
the streets are always running with sewage! This is because there is nobody to 
maintain and operate the machines. Earlier that pumping station across the street 
had had 35 to 40 workers - it was a large station, with huge pumping capacity. 
Now three to four people run it, and they are not properly trained and qualified. 
The machines, purchased at huge cost, are always falling into disrepair. They 
need to be regularly oiled, cleaned, serviced - there is nobody to do that. One 
person mans each shift, and he works about 12 hours! 

This is a public service, run with the people's money, it should not be looked at as 
a profitable enterprise! You privatize here, and the cuts are all taken by the 
supervising officials. They should be coming in twice a week and checking the 
registers: how long the pumps have been running, what has been purchased, what 
stocks are there, what conditions the machines are in, etc. But they just come and 
sign and take money! And then if something does not work, each one blames the 

The unions had filed suit against the board's privatization drive in 1998 and won a stay. Yet, after a brief 
pause, the process of contracting continued, utilizing exemptions and waivers requested by the State 
government. According to a Chennai-based labor activist, the judiciary had also begun to rule regularly in 
favor of contract labor arrangements in the 1990s, despite the Contract Labor Regulation and Abolition Act 
of 1975 which aimed essentially to abolish, but at least to regulate, the use of contract labor. 
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other: the supervisor blames the contractor, he blames the department, etc. This 
system is going to completely collapse in 10 years time!! If things continue this 
way, this will become another Bhopal, with poisonous gas leaking into people's 
houses and streets, and thousands dying. I told the judge that, he asked me to 
explain, I said there used to be night gangs that would clean out the sewers, 
remove all the silt, now there is nobody to do that, and it will build up to the point 
where all the gas will back up into houses and kill people! These are simple 
issues, simple realities. But they don't listen to us uneducated people. When the 
problem becomes intense, they will call in people from Japan, Germany, France, 
and pay huge amounts of money. 

I hold an electrician's diploma, and after all these years I get about Rs.6000 
[roughly, $130], with all the increments and bonuses. The man across there, he is 
a BE [Bachelor of Engineering] but he earns Rs. 1500 [roughly $30]! 

Many engineers were also critical of the drastic cost-savings forced on small 

contractors: they claimed that this affected the quality of contractors' work. A senior 

engineer at the head office who had commented on the lack of adequate resources for 

depots to function effectively, saw a similar problem affecting contractors who worked 

with the board: 

There is a lowering of estimates far below the practical level - 40 percent 
minus!'^^ On which the private contractor wants to make 100 percent profit - so 
what quality can he give? So, even though privatization should give better results 
in principle, it does not in practice! (nt# Mhll.2) 

Contracting and procurement reforms had introduced the system of range 

contracts (or annual rate contracts) in which rates were fixed on an annual basis for small 

works, (up to a value of Rs. 10,000 at the depot level and Rs. 100,000 at the area level), 

allowing engineers to call on any contractor that was registered with the board for their 

minor jobs, obviating the need to go through laborious tendering procedures. While 

"Minus," a common usage among engineers and contractors in Metrowater, referred to the difference 
between the department-estimated costs of a particular operation, and the rates at which they were tendered 
or bid. 
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some engineers found this a convenient arrangement for getting work done at short 

notice, many claimed that it was hard to find good contractors at the low rates fixed by 

the board. As Bharat said. 

Range contractors are hard to get, because they are getting 27 percent less than 
department values, then they lose another five to ten percent in deposits and other 
things. Who will come forward to work at forty percent minus? (nt# Md2.2) 

Electrical engineers in Metrowater discussed similar problems with pumping stations: 

Previously each contractor ran about five pumping stations, so he had a team that 
he could allocate from one to the other. Now there is a rule that each can only run 
one station. This is for financial reasons: they have been pushed to 60 percent 
under, and this forces them to be very competitive, but if there was one guy 
running five stations, it would not be so competitive. 

Earlier, in the first phase, we got some good, experienced older contractors with 
specialized skills in electrical. But now that they are being made to bid singly, 
many are no higher than Class 3 contractors - very small and inexperienced, (nt# 
Ms2a) 

Measures to enhance competition among contractors by stipulating that no two 

stations could be run by the same contractor were also subverted in practice. In some 

zones, it emerged that up to six stations were owned by a single contractor, on the 

recommendation of the senior electrical engineer there. 

Clearly, field engineers' perspectives on privatization were fraught with 

contradictions. While many welcomed the winds of change, the new skills and 

opportunities it allowed into the service, most engineers also displayed traditionalist 

positions that cherished old partnerships with small local contractors over the value-

addition supposedly offered by large firms, and valued 'quality' in workmanship and 

depth of experience over fiscal economies. Once again, personal and professional stakes 

of engineers were so inextricably wrapped into these evaluations that attempting to 



distinguish their "objective" views of privatization becomes an impossible, and more, a 

spurious exercise. 

PERSPECTIVES OF PRIVATE CONTRACTORS 

Since privatization, at least at the level of these short-term maintenance contracts, 

appeared to operate under the shadow of the state-run system, and seemed to be regarded 

by engineers as an integral component of the state service, I interviewed some of these 

small contractors for their perspectives on this relationship. 

Some small contractors claimed that there had been significant improvements in 

Metrowater's contract systems, especially in the removal of tendering procedures for 

contracts under Rs. 100,000. 

All those cumbersome agreements - they used to be a whole book in size - have 
been simplified. Also, now the agency requires us to observe a whole lot of 
safety measures for our workers and to insure them - this costs us more, but has 
made us more aware of the dangers, and in the long run we are protected, (nt# Md 
1.2) 

On the other hand, recent changes in Metrowater's contracting procedures were 

threatening the survival of many small engineering firms that had depended on the state 

agency for work over several decades. While small projects were contracted at rates that 

generated a race to the bottom, an equally damaging trend, from the perspective of these 

small contractors, was the move to consolidate projects into turnkey contracts that 

favored large firms. 

Engineering contracts between a utility and its partners may be broadly classified 

into four types. The first is the traditional piecework contract in which the buyer (the 
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utility) breaks a project into its component parts and gets a specialist provider for each 

part. The second type (a "lumpsum" contract) integrates some components into a 

package to be tendered. In the third type, the turnkey contract, all responsibility for 

sourcing of components and delivering a final product is handed over to a single 

contractor, with the buyer intervening only in design approval. The sequence from types 

one to three represent an ascending degree of confidence in the contractor and 

convenience for the buyer. A fourth type, the performance guarantee contract, represents 

a modification of the turnkey contract, wherein the parameters of evaluation are not in the 

details of design and physical aspects of construction, but in the quality of output 

delivered. Thus, for example, Metrowater would not concern itself with the design 

specifications of the water treatment plant under this form of contract; it would only 

evaluate the quality of water produced. 

Reforms in contracting systems in Metrowater since 1997 have moved the 

organization toward types three and four, resulting in large numbers of projects being 

awarded to single large contractors and leaving behind the many small firms that the 

agency had traditionally worked with. The advantages of these forms lie in their 

simplification of monitoring and supervision tasks for the agency: large contractors have 

the necessary equipment and are considered to be more experienced and reliable, in 

general more likely to finish jobs on time. As a retired senior engineer of Metrowater 

explained, 

Ultimately we found that it was much easier to deal with one big company than to 
manage four small guys. Also the resources of large contractors are more and they 
can mobilize them more quickly. ... On the negative side, if they fail they fail 
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miserably. But by and large the implementation time for projects has improved. 
For large contractors, their reputation is at stake. 

This concept, of building larger contract packages was an internal management 
decision. There have been many ifs and buts and controversies. We introduced 
the World Bank format for all major contracts because it is comprehensive and 
introduces certain disciplines. For these large contracts, even the contract 
document needs to be perfect. We are required to have pre-bid meetings. Project 
scheduling is spelt out clearly, and milestones, both physical and financial, are 
defined. All this enhances preparedness on the part of the organization. Initially 
even large contractors like L&T were unable to meet these conditions: they 
would, for instance, supply the pipes but could not lay them in time. Or they 
would not close the roads after testing. But we follow stricter qualification 
requirements and preliminary vetting of contractors, as well as stiff quantification 
requirements during contract implementation, (nt# C25.2) 

The new contracting rules did not bring the upfront cost savings that were 

obtained from small contractors. But senior officials claimed that they cut down on 

indirect costs of supervision and reduced time and cost overruns on project completion, 

which translated into substantially greater cost savings down the road. 

The reforms also tightened conditions of eligibility for these turnkey contracts, 

from the concept of contractor "class" to that of turnover in the immediately preceding 

year. This meant that whereas a contractor categorized as Class I (on the basis of the 

company having performed contracts worth at least Rs.75 lakhs in the past) was eligible 

to apply for one of these projects, now they had to show an actual turnover of two 

hundred percent in the previous year. In other words, in order to qualify for a contract 

worth a crore of rupees, they had to show a turnover of at least two crores in the previous 

year. These conditions effectively eliminated all but the largest engineering firms from 

the field of competition. As one small contractor put it. 

We never had a chance to do those kinds of contracts - there were no 
turnkey projects before. So this cuts out the small players and favors 
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big ones. Also, it is a loss to the Board, because the tender is fixed for 
the cost of materials, while earlier that was flexible. 

Small contractors also complained that their advantage of long experience with 

Metrowater lost out against the purely financial calculus of turnover. Embar, whose 

family firm had worked for over forty years with the city's water and sanitation utility, 

claimed that although he could no longer afford to work on a regular basis with the 

agency, his company was still sometimes called in when Metrowater needed its long 

experience. 

We don't do range contract work because they keep pushing the rates 
down. We can't work with those rates. ... But when there is any 
difficult work they call us because we are very experienced, have a 
good name, and an experienced gang. For example, we are now 
repairing an entire sewage line near XX pumping station.... 

We tried to organize other contractors not to go on "minus" - it 
becomes a real cut-throat competition! We had an effective 
organization up to 1995/96, now it is not effective anymore. Nowadays 
engineers in Metrowater don't seem to make any inputs or 
recommendations saying this work is difficult, we need to pay more! 
Only IAS officers and administrators decide, based on cost. And 
contractors bid only on easy work, they don't come forward for difficult 
work, (nt# Md3.2a) 

But Embar, like the Metrowater engineers, also claimed that the quality of work was 

being significantly compromised by the agency's focus on the bottom line. 

[The drainage program] is doing good work, but for the big sewers they 
are using cement pipes instead of cast iron which would be much more 
durable. .. This is all about cost-cutting. For the XX pumping station 
project they wouldn't give us a work order for four months, they were 
waiting for us to lower the bid. They are constantly looking for people 
to go minus - how can we maintain standards with those rates? They 



314 

also won't give us enough time - we have to do things in a rush, which 
also makes it hard to maintain standards. 

Even L&T and other reputable firms now hire just anybody off the streets, they 
subcontract Class V and VI contractors, this is like asking a maestri [a masonry 
artisan] to be a contractor! (nt# Md3.2a) 

Metrowater's new contracting practices had significant impacts on the continuing 

viability of these smaller firms. Embar said: 

Overall our work volume is reducing. Our company used to have about 
100 workers total, now we have only about 25. We keep ten joiners 
and fitters and a few skilled people on our staff, the rest we hire when 
needed. ... All contractors are facing problems right now because 
contracts are being given to big companies. There were 400 contractors 
working for Metrowater. Now the same ones are working, but through 
big companies, who pay them even less. We do not get into this — they 
want us to take rates like laborers, (nt# Md3.2a) 

Many small contractors, who had depended for their survival on work from 

Metrowater, were now being forced to look elsewhere. Vasanth, a range contractor 

working with the depots, claimed that his operation was being squeezed to the point 

where he was thinking of leaving the profession altogether. He claimed that even his 

relative, who was a Class I contractor, had no work any more. 

But they made money in the beginning, so now they are fairly comfortable. Not 
me. For a range contract, I have to put Rs. 10,000 down just to negotiate a rate 
with the board. Then, once the rate is agreed, I pay Rs.20,000 to be registered. At 
this point I will get the Rs. 10,000 back. But if the rate is not accepted, it will take 
maybe six months to get it back! At the end of the year, to get the Rs.20,000 
deposit back is a huge circus - you have to get a letter from each of the ten depot 
engineers stating that no work is pending, and they lead you a dance, make you 
pay about Rs.500 each before they will sign. So you shell out Rs.5000 to get 
Rs.20,000 back! There are about 150 range contractors and not all of them get 
work after being registered. I get about 7 lakhs rupees worth of work a year. We 
have lost out because L&T has got a Rs.45 crore contract from Metrowater! And 
L&T, meanwhile, hires subcontractors at impossibly low rates. It is impossible 
for small contractors to survive any more!! 
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Embar's firm had won the contract on the only privately run O&M depot in 

Metrowater, ostensibly a pilot project in the long-range scheme of privatizing O&M 

altogether. This depot, however, was anything but representative: located in a small 

"new town" on the outskirts of the city (actually outside the jurisdiction of the Chennai 

Municipal Corporation), it served a population of 12,500, mostly comprised of workers 

from the nearby industrial estate, and their families. The town's infrastructure had been 

maintained by the State Housing Board for about 13 years, until Metrowater took over its 

operation in 1999, upgraded the machinery and pipe networks, and reconstructed or 

replaced old parts before handing it to the contractor in 2000. Metrowater provided a 

fixed amount of water to the depot, which then took care of distribution, maintenance and 

public complaints. 

The depot operates out of a generator shed. Along the walls on one side hang 

workers' clothes and towels, and clustered in another comer are a cookstove and some 

cooking vessels. Embar, who manages the depot, is not an engineer although his father 

who owns the company, and his brother who works for it, are both engineers. There are 

no engineers in this depot: Embar is assisted by an office clerk and a small team of 

workers, mostly from his native village. They live at the depot office, cook their food 

there, and receive about Rs. 1,500 p/m as salary. 

The depot operates on less than a third of what it had cost Metrowater to run it. 

The firm had bid at 12 percent under the tender, which itself was placed at 40 percent of 
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the cost at which Metrowater had maintained the division. The board now makes a profit 

of Rs.42,000 from this depot. 

According to the mid-level Metrowater engineer who supervised the depot, the 

division had been identified as a candidate for this pilot project precisely because of its 

small size and the planned and uncomplicated nature of its infrastructure. The contractor 

himself claimed that depot management here tended to be a largely routine and technical 

affair, without the mixed population, the technical and occupational histories, and the 

political demands that engineers faced in other parts of the city. 

This, at least, was the story. In the two days I spent at this depot, I witnessed 

people coming to report local water wars, accusing their neighbors of installing motors 

on the lines or of secretly lowering pipes to improve pressures. The depot head handled 

these complaints with the same soothing and reassuring tones as the Metrowater depot 

engineers used. I later learned that it was his laborers who had lowered the pipes for a 

small sum. Here too, the policing role was in operation: part of the depot head's job was 

to find and eliminate motors on the line and to "regularize" illegal connections. It was 

evident that the contractors had learned some key aspects of the state's style of operation: 

the state idea seemed to constitute a nursery in which certain styles and modes of service 

were acquired. 

I interviewed some residents of this division, who claimed to find little difference 

between the earlier service provided by Metrowater and one now provided by the private 

firm, even in regard to corruption: 
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They all take money, whether private or government. The public 
servants used to take as if by right, these guys do it more furtively, 
there is a little more control over them. (nt#Md 3.2a) 

From the vantage point of this depot, the state agency was "other" in the character 

of patron, monitor and donor. Embar was constantly on the phone with his supervisor 

from Metrowater, reporting on revenue collections or on shortages in water supply. But 

the state was, according to him, a bad father. The division was supposed to receive eight 

lakh liters of water a day, but had only been receiving six recently, exacerbating the 

already existing tail-end problems in the system and obliging the workers to adjust valves 

on a daily basis to manage distribution. The main water lines from the source at Panjetti 

(maintained by Metrowater) were full of leaks that had not been repaired for months and 

partly accounted for the diminished supply to this depot. Supervision from the 

Metrowater engineer was also poor, according to Embar. 

AEs don't visit the site. We could get away with anything if we wanted 
- many contractors don't do anything until the supervisor comes! 
(nt#Md 3.2a). 

Embar was also a client of Metrowater at his residence in the city, and as such, could 

compare his own performance to that of his monitoring agency: 

Here we meet every complaint by the following day. In Metrowater it 
takes about five days! I live in Kilpauk, I see how they function! 
(nt#Md3.2a) 

Embar clearly had complex relations with the Metrowater bureaucracy. He 

appeared to be in cahoots with his supervisor over financial arrangements. With his 

colleagues and clients (and with me) he deployed stereotypes of bureaucratic delays and 



inefficiency to offset and explain problems in his own performance. On the phone with 

Metrowater filling station officials, he claimed that local politicians had come in to ask 

about the water supply. This was not true, but he explained to me that it was his way of 

getting them to pay attention. 

In general, then, the field realities of private sector maintenance contracts 

challenged orthodox assumptions that market entities would deliver better performance as 

well as lower costs. Both state engineers and private contractors contended that quality 

often suffered from the extreme economies pursued by privatization programs, as well as 

from the complex and illicit threshold arrangements that they entailed on the ground. 

The discussions above also point to the false dichotomies between public and private 

sectors purveyed by discourses of privatization, even as the conditions of privatization 

give rise to a process of feminization of work in state-managed infrastructure services. 

The images that state workers hold of private sector workers, and vice versa, are 

convenient stereotypes, part truths that obscure the overlaps and intersections in their 

dealings. Government workers represent private workers as irresponsible types who 

switch the machines off during the day and go to sleep. Private workers portray state 

workers as being only after money. These discussions of inherent virtues and essences, 

while only partially borne out in actual relations, serve as the discursive bases of these 

relations. 

PERSPECTIVES OF SENIOR BUREAUCRATS 

For field engineers and contractors on the ground, practical and operational issues 

figured prominently in their assessments of privatization as an institutional option. For 
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senior officials, the question of privatization launched them into the domains of ideology, 

theory and speculation concerning the role of state, the determinants of efficiency and 

issues of sovereignty. Discussions with senior government officials in the water sector 

revealed that they were no less mired in contradictions and ambivalence about 

privatization that the field functionaries. A high-ranking government official in the water 

sector, who was a driving force behind the reforms, claimed to hold an extremely 

cautious view of privatization, noting that it had never been easy to implement anywhere 

in the world, nor had it always been successful, as evidenced by the public takeovers 

following failed privatization efforts in the U.S.: 

To give you my frank opinion, I don't think public units CAN be fully privatized. 
There are certain functions that necessarily have to remain in the public domain. 
These public responsibilities cannot be bartered away. Some of the operations can 
be performed by private parties, and we can give over certain areas - this is why 
they are called concessions. But it cannot be completely a free market operation. 
The overall responsibility has to remain with the public sector. You cannot have 
the free market charging any price they like for these services. The civic good or 
the public portion of the service has to be made available at a reasonable price. 
The cost of providing a public service like water to an individual will always be 
higher than what you can charge. The ideal situation is to try to recover the full 
cost, but full cost recovery can never be done equitably. Especially with 
something like water, it is such a basic need! 

And, in private conversations I say: "This is what governments are for - what else 
is its role? To use public money, taxes for these basic services." Like the army, 
you don't say, "Well, if we have to spend money to protect Jammu and Kashmir, 
we want to see how we can recover the costs!" Certain functions, like security 
and others, are the sovereign responsibility of government, and it would be 
suicidal to barter away these functions, especially in poor countries like ours. In 
our country we may try to have a graded system of change, we should try to 
provide better quality of services, but we need to maintain the public role in 
provision of basic services. 
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Yet, as this official went on to argue, contending with issues of sovereignty and 

state responsibility for public provision at fair prices, were pragmatic questions of cost 

and efficiency: 

However, all this said, in operating a water system, there are several cost-effective 
options which can come from the private sector. Several areas can be hived off 
and given out, whether for private management or for investment. We have two 
good examples: in Metrowater, the sewage pumping stations were privatized for 
maintenance. Typically public sector operations have huge organizational costs 
because we have to employ so many people. They found huge savings in 
maintenance! But there were also some problems. These people [the private 
contractors] are not locally accountable. People were not happy, because they 
could not catch the guy and make him do the job, they could not pin anybody 
down. So you had public protests against private maintenance, it was very 
interesting!! People were saying, don't privatize my service, don't take away our 
fellows, we know these people, we can catch them, we can give them some 
money and get things done! 

But we did not give up. We had to make some improvements in their managerial 
systems. This is what needs to be done. There may be many efficiencies in the 
private systems, but there is no accountability. There is no feeling that, if the job 
is not done, this one or that one will be pulled up. What can you do with a private 
provider? At the most you can cancel their contract! ... But it is still not worth 
giving up the efforts at privatization!!" (nt#S2.1) 

Thus, for this official, despite experiences of poor performance in private 

contracts, the inbuilt efficiencies of the private sector were not to be easily dismissed. 

She went on to describe her efforts to actively create private initiative and capacity to 

take over massive water facilities, with the aim of preserving the quality of these systems: 

I can give you an example from when we were trying to contract the new water 
treatment plant. It was a 300 million Hter plant, one of the best in the country, and 
we wanted the maintenance done privately. There was of course huge opposition 
from within, from labor unions, etc. My response was: "I never throw out 
anybody who is already employed, I find them another job." 

Anyway, when we called for bids, all the tenders came in at 200 percent above 
my estimated cost! In addition, there was nobody with the kind of experience 
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needed! I had to revise the tender documents three times in one year to lower the 
expected capacity. So, privatization is not that simple: there is a need to build up 
capabilities in the private sector. It has never dealt with operations on that scale -
nobody but the state will have that capacity. The private sector has to leam, and it 
learns at our cost! 

Finally, after a whole year of negotiating tenders, I called the most promising 
bidders, including a number of foreign firms and said: "Why are you not putting 
up a bid? You can do it!" The foreign bidders said the conditions were too 
draconian. I tried negotiating lower conditions. We went out a long way to try to 
encourage these bidders. So it is not as if the private sector is waiting to do this 
and we are resistant. We have to put ourselves out, we have to become the guinea 
pigs-

In the end, I was adamant about it going through. We have just one good plant in 
the post-independence period - the other plant was built by the British. I did not 
want it going back into the public sector. In the end the lowest bid was still 40 
percent higher than our estimate, but I signed it. So we gave them a chance, with 
something that seemed like a loss, but it would not really be a loss, because if it 
stayed with us we would have had to take on a staff with a lifetime commitment. 

So I, in a way, created that private contractor. I got hold of the guy who had been 
in charge of the original building of the plant, he had a lot of firsthand experience, 
and I made him head up this firm. I made them take on two or three of my trusted 
engineers. So I got a lot of my own people in there. 

So, privatization is all about our having to build up the private sector - this is the 
point I want to make. (nt#S2.1) 

When I asked this official what she saw as the limits to privatization, and which 

functions must be retained as sovereign state functions, she responded: 

It really is not a question of limits. I guess the parts that can be privatized are the 
ones that lend themselves easily to it, and these are the maintenance works. 
Which are the ones we have privatized, starting with the sewage pumping station 
to the big treatment plant. And now it is part of any building contract - we 
stipulate that five years of maintenance should be built into the contract for 
constructing any plant. So in this way maintenance is increasingly being done by 
private contractors, we did not have to add the human labor into our set-up. 
(nt#S2.1) 



322 

But contracting of maintenance functions was only the first step. As she went on 

to reveal, the process of setting up a regulatory authority, a step in the path toward more 

extensive privatization, was already secretly underway. 

It's in the process. [But] it is happening quietly, because once you start talking 
about a regulatory authority, people know there is privatization in the offing, and 
all the shouting starts. There will be a huge debate the moment you announce the 
setting up of a regulatory body! 

I asked if she did not think these things should be publicly debated. She replied: 

It is not a question of pubHc, it just becomes political!! This party, that party, 
everybody has to take opposing positions and the public only gets the wrong end 
of the stick. A good administrator is one that gets things happening without 
creating the huge hue and cry that comes with announcement, without putting 
himself or herself up for slaughter! 

...So we are working at this, setting up the regulatory authority, simultaneously 
preparing ourselves for privatizing components that will benefit from the 
efficiencies brought by the private sector. The twinning relationship is part of this 
effort. (nt#S2.1) 

The twinning relationship she referred to was with the Compagnie Generale des 

Eaux (GdE), a subsidiary of the French giant multinational water utility Vivendi, which 

was rapidly expanding its role in the global business of municipal water supply. When I 

asked this official for her overall vision of privatization, in terms of where it was heading, 

she replied: 

We cannot predetermine this, or set out an agenda in advance. I don't want to 
privatize for privatization's sake - that is absolutely not my agenda. In fact I 
don't think we are ready in this country to run such a utility privately - there is 
nobody capable of it, and it would be an absolute disaster if I just handed over the 
service to the private sector right away. We need to create a private sector, using 
the experience and skills of our public sector. But there are a lot of efficiencies to 
be had from the private sector. Maybe the entire thing can be privatized in the 
next five to ten years. Our best people can go into a regulatory institution, or into 
creating this private party. We definitely have a role in private sector capacity-
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building - we cannot just bring in some company to run these systems, we need 
our local men who have the experience gained from years. (nt#S2.1) 

Thus, notwithstanding her ambivalence about privatization as an option for water 

services in poor countries, this official still saw it as the future, one that the state could 

help to produce. The global orthodoxy of privatization as the route to better quality of 

service, and the pragmatics of the bottom line, overrode her misgivings about the threats 

to sovereignty and accountability that it might pose. The official continued; 

So it is not just saying 'public' or 'private' blindly, it is a question of identifying 
the kinds of inputs that are needed and getting them from wherever needed - and 
that kind of flexibility is not there in the state sector. In general, I believe that the 
state sector should not function for profit, it does not have the capacity to do that. 

And, while nobody should be allowed to profiteer from a service like this, there is 
the need to generate resources to run the service, and this can only be done with a 
commercial bent of mind. A typical public bureaucracy will tend to simply fall 
back on the government for bail-out. 

Interviewer: But Metrowater has not turned to the government in a while. 

Official: That is right, and that is because it has been commercializing its 
operations for some years now. But even better efficiencies can be obtained from 
a private operator. And they will certainly provide better service. The depot 
engineers' waitlist for connections in Adyar is so long now - when the gut 
requirement is to collect money, he will do better! (nt#S2.1) 

The course of this conversation revealed the continuity between the commercializing 

reforms in Metrowater and the larger agenda of privatization: 

Ultimately the public don't care who supplies them the water as long as they get 
water, for heaven's sake! This system anyway is headed for extinction - these 
huge government-run utilities will die like dinosaurs, they are on their way out. 
We need to evolve a new creature, part public, part private, something that 
combines the strengths of the two. An inefficient private sector is terrible, even 
worse than an inefficient public sector, because then you don't even know whom 
to ask, nobody is accountable. 
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But the bottom line is that we need to generate the resources to take the service to 
more people. This cannot happen through tax revenue because it is not earmarked 
for that, there are too many competing requirements. It has to be internally 
generated. ...The public sector is burdened with a long-established way of doing 
things, with a culture of all kinds of interference and claims... 

We nationalized everything a few years ago, and now we are disinvesting. There 
was good reason then, and there is good reason now - these things keep moving 
and changing, one has to remain dynamic. Metrowater will die like a dinosaur! 
Government organizations cannot be lean and mean, so they will die. We need to 
evolve new ways of responding to the needs. That's why I say we need to hold 
hands and create a private sector that will meet our needs, a local private sector. 
Not the multinationals. Vivendi will create another dinosaur and leave. (nt#S2.1) 

The changing state, then, was framed in an inexorable and pre-determined 

evolutionary trajectory within which some creative options were possible. Another 

senior official who had been a leading light in the organizational reforms within 

Metrowater outlined the lessons that had emerged from the agency's decade of 

experience with maintenance contracts: 

Three or four interesting points have emerged out of our experiences with 
privatization. One, in operations where huge manpower is required, it is better to 
privatize, because here you are likely to realize substantial savings in costs. But 
here, I believe the legal issues should be looked into - human rights, workers 
rights, benefits, compensation, pension, contracts, etc. There are laws of the land 
that I believe private parties should be held accountable to. If you close your eyes 
to these issues, of course they can operate at hugely reduced costs. 

Secondly, where quick uptake is required, for new operations, it is better to 
privatize because the warming up time is greater in government. Third, where 
sizing and packaging is concerned, private sector capabilities must be kept in 
mind. 

So, to make a good decision about privatization, you have to be very 
knowledgable - you have to know the ins and outs of the business, how the work 
is done, what is involved, the costs, and you also have to know the market, the 
potential for private provision, and so on. It cannot be done without this thorough 
knowledge. 
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There is a political purpose and meaning in a lot of these services. This is a 
pluralistic society, and these kinds of services cannot be just handed over to 
private parties. It is in the fitness of things and appropriate that they remain under 
the control of government. There will always be a section of the population, about 
30 percent, that cannot pay for water, they have to be provided for. Cross 
subsidies will remain, but for those who can pay, we have to make them realize 
that water is not a gift from the gods, to be given free of charge, but that they have 
to pay for it. 

But it is a myth to think that these services can be fully privatized in a society like 
ours - they tried it in Orissa, with power, and it failed completely. Small 
functions can be privatized, that can yield benefits, but if somebody wants to 
come and just take over the service, this cannot be done, (nt# Mel) 

Clearly, visions and projections of the future state differed significantly even 

among senior reformist policy-makers in the water sector. For another senior 

administrator in Metrowater, the permanence associated with the state was a pronounced 

liability, whether in personnel or in material assets. In explaining why the organization 

had disinvested all its water trucks and employed private truckers to supply water, this 

official said: "If I have 600 lorries, once the rains come, I cannot dispose of them, they 

become permanent assets, a permanent burden!" (nt# Mh 5.1) 

The discourse of essential qualities attached to the distinction between public and 

private sectors was not unique to Metrowater officials and contractors. Foreign water 

engineers from Vivendi, working on a long-term consultancy with Metrowater, outlined 

these differences for me in terms of the inherent institutional parameters of publicly and 

privately run water utilities: 

Things [here in Metrowater] are run very hierarchically. For example, we may 
agree to do things a certain way with a particular official, but later he cancels this 
arrangement because he has no authority to make the decision. All decision
making gets delegated upwards, so all the top people are so busy they cannot give 
you more than five minutes. Because they take ALL decisions. That's very 
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different from how a private company works. In my company, the structure is not 
particularly flat, but still, people at middle levels can take many decisions by 
themselves. 

In Metrowater, projects move forward very slowly. We have to wait four weeks 
for a report to be read. People at the ground level whom we meet everyday, I can 
just pick up the phone, they read it the next day. But they cannot take any 
decisions. We have a business to run, we cannot go on forever - they can! 
(nt#C42) 

Another Vivendi consultant commented on the frequent transfers and the short 

tenure of key personnel in Metrowater. 

The IAS cadres at the top of the organization are constantly being shifted, while 
the cadre just below them tend to have served in their positions much longer. So 
you have the IAS officers on top who turn to the senior managers for real 
knowledge - rather like the relationship between ministers and civil servants. 
Time is a central issue - the way that IAS officers are moved around. There is a 
fundamental structural problem in the way that they operate that makes it very 
difficult to put in place a long-term strategy. 

There also seems to be a general - I mean not just in the organization, but perhaps 
more widely—absence of a desire to improve things. I don't know if this is part 
of a Hindu mentality, the tendency to be very accepting? For example, they talk 
about investing large amounts on water treatment plants, but nobody seems to 
care that there are leaks everywhere - a leakage rate of up to 50 percent would not 
surprise me. ... They are willing to invest a lot of capital, but are not addressing 
the real issues that are more deeply rooted. Overall there seems to be a pervasive 
resignation, a feeling that things cannot really be changed. A kind of endemic 
lethargy. That needs to change. There is a need for change in attitude as well as 
skills in the managers, only then can you come up with a strategy for change. In 
other words, change needs to be driven from the top. In order to do that you need 
to put certain things in place, like the political and organizational structures. 

It was the same situation in the U.K. although perhaps not as pronounced. The 
fundamental thing is to break the link between political influence and the 
organization. This happened there [in the U.K.] through getting the government 
out of the service. This still causes huge debates of course, especially in the water 
sector, because water is still seen as such a fundamental thing. 

So then the question is, what is the role of the state - if you get the state out of 
running organizations, are you going to simply leave it to the market? This could 
be a huge problem, especially in India where there is such a huge population. 
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You need to find some kind of balance, because the market will run it for the 
strong. The role of the state will have to be worked out in terms of protecting the 
individual. What does this mean for a water utility? Should the state set targets 
for what percent of people should be on mains? There is a branch of government 
in the U.K. responsible for setting the targets that private companies have to meet. 
There are many private companies involved, but they don't compete - the prices 
are set by the government. The government also sets targets for what proportion 
of water can be lost by leakage, it draws up annual leak tables, and depending on 
how well companies do against these targets, they can charge more for their 
services. Because it is not a perfect market, this is how they handle it. The model 
was started in telecom and gas and electricity - the water industry is furthest 
behind in this, it is the most difficult organization there is to privatize. 

Because prices are set, they [private companies] have to be a lot more efficient in 
order to get a level of profit to satisfy their shareholders. So there is pressure 
from the regulators, pressure to maintain prices and standards, and then pressure 
from the shareholders. It puts a lot of pressure on the organization to be efficient. 
(nt#C41) 

Even engineers of the private multinational water company, thus, acknowledged 

the dilemmas in designing a market model for a service like water supply, even as they 

saw the fundamental problem of government-run utilities as one of political influence, 

and the advantage of the private sector as that of basic efficiency. 

In Metrowater, by 2001, short-term construction and maintenance contracts 

remained the only form of actually occurring privatization, although there had been some 

experiments in the past, and several prospective plans, involving different models of 

partnership with the private sector. Informants described past proposals and experiments 

with public-private partnerships (PPPs) between Metrowater as a consumer and private 

firms as investors - most of these had failed. One such experiment, for instance, involved 

a private firm that established and ran small desalination plants and sold the water to 

Metrowater. This partnership was still functioning in 2001 but was limited to a very 

small market and was plagued with conflicts. The retired engineer said, 
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There really are no other such examples of this kind of partnership. Metrowater 
tried. But it is very difficult for bureaucrats to move away from the beaten track. 
They did not want to take risks. Bureaucrats do not want to be committed to 
somebody for huge investments. They would rather do the conventional EPC 
[Engineering Procurement Contract], now with the additional feature of a 
maintenance contract. ... So until now the only relationship of Metrowater to the 
private sector is that it contracts out. (nt# C25.2) 

In some quarters, these contracts are not considered to merit the title of 

privatization. This was the view of senior executives from the famous Tiruppur project 

in Tamil Nadu, which was, by 2001, the country's first and only instance of a major 

public-private partnership in the water sector. Hailed as among the most innovative 

schemes in the country, the project was being carried out by a the New Tiruppur Area 

Development Corporation (NTADCL), a "special purpose vehicle" composed of several 

State government bodies, the Tiruppr Munipality, and some financial institutions.'^^ It 

aimed to supply 185 mid. of water to the municipality of Tiruppur in Tamil Nadu, and to 

the town's huge knitwear industry, through a BOOT (Build-Own-Operate-Transfer) 

contract (see page 45 below) with the Mahindra Consortium, composed of domestic 

engineering firms and the US multinational Bechtel. The NTADCL is staffed by a 

combination of bureaucrats seconded by the govemment, and private employees, some of 

whom are also retired state-sector engineers. One of its senior decision-makers, a civil 

servant, articulated a narrowly delimited definition of privatization which fit neither 

Metrowater's contractual partnerships nor the Tiruppur project itself: 

The partnership also includes the Tamil Nadu Corporation for Industrial Infrastructure Development, 
Ltd. (TACID), the Small Industries Promotion Corporation of TamilNadu (SIPCOT), the Tiruppur 
Exporters' Association (TEA), the Infrastructure Leasing and Finance Services, Ltd. (IL&FS), and Indo-US 
Financial Institutions Reform and Expansion (FIRE) Project. 
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What Metrowater does is not public-private partnership or even privatization -
they are just contracting - even the [300 mid.] treatment plant. It is a wholly 
government-run entity. In the Tiruppur project, on the other hand, the role of the 
Government of Tamil Nadu is mainly promotional; it gives the concession and 
provides all the licenses and permits, but not much besides. This is not 
privatization. We are not selling off government assets, it was a public-private 
partnership from the start. We got the concession, we now have the mandate to 
run this project. This is a private company, (nt# C31) 

This official also denied that the Tiruppur project had employed any lessons from the 

long experience of public sector utilities in the country; 

The private sector organizations [in this consortium] have experience in other 
countries, other parts. We have nothing to do with the public sector! ... This is 
the first project of its kind, a very large one, and it is high risk because it is in the 
water sector. So there is that much more due diligence in granting regulatory 
permissions and other things, a lot more due diligence in setting up the legal 
framework, drawing up the contracts, etc. 

Interviewer; What were the major concerns in drawing up these regulations? 

Official; The main concerns were whether we would be able to sell the water in 
the market, would people pay for water, and how will the industry perform. There 
was no ideological opposition, nothing of that kind, no real hitches, only a lot of 
delays. A lot of documentation was created, some 120 agreements were drawn 
up! (nt#C31) 

No independent regulatory authority was established to monitor the project; all 

the terms of contract were contained in the concessional agreement, which the official 

described as "very transparent." Yet, journalists and activists were not allowed access to 

the documents of the agreement. When I enquired about disputes over pricing that had 

been reported in the press, the official claimed, "There has been a lot of misinformation 

in the press about this project. ... But all government (officials) and politicians want to 

see this happen - it is a very high profile experiment. Government support has been very 

strong" (nt#C31). 
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Transparency, while commonly invoked in discussions of privatization, often 

proves to be problematic in implementation, as was also seen in the senior government 

official's comments (p. 31 above) on the furtive process of establishing a regulatory 

authority for privatization of Chennai's water service. 

The Tiruppur project is proudly acclaimed as a radical step in advancing the water 

sector along the lines envisaged by World Bank and the Asian Development Bank. These 

paths, however, as the next section shows, have come under massive and organized attack 

from scholars, activists and citizen groups around the world. The battles had not yet 

erupted in Chennai, as the more radical forms of privatization were still perceived by the 

public as somewhat distant, if impending, scenarios. But the orthodoxies of private 

sector financing as offering the only viable option for the expansion and improvement of 

the water and sanitation service were fundamentally challenged even by a senior 

executive of a prominent infrastructure financing institution in the city. This executive, 

Anil, asserted that the instruments being promoted for capital investments in this sector 

posed an unfair burden on the current generation of water users. He argued that long-

term debt financing was the only feasible and fair mode of financing long-range capital 

investments in infrastructure, but opposed the widely prevailing strategy of recuperating 

all the debt-service costs from current users: 

If government is not going to chip in to repay these costs, and you have to hit the 
people, then I am not convinced that these are very good financing models. 
Because in strict economic terms, where benefits are not accruing just to you as 
the user but to the entire town, in terms of groundwater quality - meaning, if 
sewage is treated, a lot of health expenditure is saved - then the user should not 
be billed, because he is not getting all the benefits. The benefits accrue to a wider 
class. And therefore that wider class of people, which is represented by the 
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government, has to pay. But since the government here is flat broke, the method 
of financing they are adopting is particularly harsh. 

In the US there are a heck of a lot of government grants. Nixon in the 1970s 
passed the Clean Water Act, in which the federal and state governments, in some 
ratio, like 20-80, were mandated to provide upfront grants, free money for 
cleaning up the waste water, in recognition of the principle that since the benefits 
are not accruing only to the current users of the system, it is unfair to bill them in 
the way the [World] Bank and others are doing now. This is a very stupid way of 
financing, and that is why those government grants are there. 

Now, with the reforms and after Structural Adjustment, it is fashionable in all 
seminars to say that users have to pay. It is even more fashionable to say that 
users are willing to pay, but there is an unwillingness to charge on the part of the 
government! But this is nonsense! It's an orthodoxy, and a nonsense orthodoxy, 
because any dogma, or any statement like this, any principle of financing you lay 
on the table either has to flow from logic or from human experience based on 
empirical data. And there is no city in the world since Queen Victoria which has 
ever financed a waste water treatment, including the richest capital cities in the 
world, like New York and Washington, entirely on the basis of debt, and 
recovering that debt money from users. So there is no empirical basis to support 
this statement that users have to pay. And theoretically, there is no case in 
economics - even a first year economics student will tell you that when there are 
externalities, you cannot price the entire thing on to the consumer. So everybody 
knows this, and yet they will chant this same rubbish, because it is in their interest 
to do so! It's an orthodoxy. 

Why is it in their interest? There are two reasons: one is this inertia of the 
bureaucracy. These people who have largely handled infrastructure and water 
supply are a tired lot. Battered by criticism and being told "you are a lousy 
bunch, and the only way is to privatize." And they fee! it is better to give it to the 
private sector. (nt#C23). 

Anil also argued that the notion of private companies setting up infrastructure on 

a BOT [Build-Operate-Transfer, see Chapter 7, page 338 below for a definition] basis 

was new, and had no precedent before the World Bank-led reforms: 

Nowhere in human history is there a record of the pi i vate sector running BOT, 
even in the U.S.! Water and sewage are not run by the private sector in most 
cities of the US.... maybe in one or two towns, which are usually campus towns 
or resorts or camp sites. But in generic towns, take the percentage of domestic 
water supply being provided by private sector, you're looking at something less 
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than 5 percent! Why? The logic is very simple. If 1 as a private person, want to 
invest in water supply or sewage, I make my return on capital, 1 need about 20 
percent at least on investment, as profits. 1 am not going to do it free or for love, 
in these types of investments. Whereas traditionally water supply has been 
financed by accessing the lowest cost debt in the market, something like eight or 
nine percent. So ultimately the purpose of water supply and sanitation, even in 
the U.S., is to keep tariffs affordable. Because it affects the rate payer. And 
something like 5 percent of median income is considered OK, reasonable. 
Whereas the private sector philosophy is that it is a tradeable commodity and it 
should carry a return on investment. If I sell bubble gum, I expect about 20 paise 
on the rupee. So to equate water and sanitation with bubble gum is mistaken on 
all counts. To expect the entire cost of a project to be financed by even low cost 
debt is something which is not happening even in the USA in water and 
wastewater. So what's not happening in the richest country in the world is an 
agenda for some of the poorest countries, and for a commodity like water and 
sanitation, where 40-50 percent of the population don't have access to the system. 
There is something mad in this! 

Neither will the private sector take off, because the private sector is smarter than 
the World Bank, they are not going to invest 100 million dollars and find that they 
can't get tariffs which will cover this and give them profits. If you're going to put 
in a private sector model, and the tariffs are going to go threefold, fourfold, 
whatever, people are not going to pay, you are asking the system to default! And 
the private sector senses that. 

Ultimately the worst scenario is to build water systems with the equity return 
expectations of the private sector. Take a toll road: you ask an Atlanta company 
to build a toll road, and they are responsible to their shareholders in U.S., and 
every time the rupee falls, they have to raise tolls here, to give returns to their 
shareholders. So you're making Indian tariffs correspond to foreign equity 
expectations. (nt#C23) 

While Anil regarded EOT models of privatization as nonsensical, the moves to 

contract the management of facilities to private companies made a lot of sense to him. 

That is privatization: where the state has already built the facility, handing it over 
to private sector to maintain or run. The capital cost has been incurred by the 
state, in contrast to the EOT format where the World Bank is asking the private 
sector to build! 

What Metrowater is doing is eminently sensible. The private sector brings with it 
operational efficiencies which the public sector does not have, in terms of lower 
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costs of labor and the ability to hire and fire staff. That is undeniably a virtue of 
the private sector. (nt#C23) 

The feature that made privatization a favorable option, in his view, was contestability: 

What would upset the citizen about a bus fare hike is not that it is unreasonable. 
Somebody like my driver, for example, would ask, and a very legitimate question 
of a citizen, "Why are the costs of government, which are the costs of corruption, 
costs of bad procurement, costs of inefficiency, passed on to me?" Now, allow 
the citizen to contest these costs. If a private sector entity can run a bus from 
Parrys to Oteri, with the same quality, allow him to contest the government 
prices! If he is able to deUver, so be it. Without contestatibility, to claim that you 
are the greatest provider of the service is bad governance. 

In terms of operations and maintenance, you allow for contestability of your 
operation, in a real sense. If anybody wants to enter, you say, "Run it at my 
prices, and as long as your quality is better at my prices, or your quality is the 
same as mine at lower prices, then the benefits are going to the taxpayer, or to the 
user." So the consumer doesn't get ripped off. 

However, he inserted the crucial caveat that successful private operation presupposed an 

already well-governed system; 

If you give a private chap a leaky bucket, he is going to do no better or worse than 
a public sector man. Give him a good machine, he will run it well, because he has 
got that operational flexibility of hiring and firing. But give [a private company] 
the sewer system that we now have, and tomorrow the stormwater comes in and 
messes up his system, he is going to say: you never told me about all these 
problems, you pay me for it! 

The privatization-governance relationship, thus, contains a certain circularity, a 

tautology of conditionality in which the good governance promised by the private sector 

is premised on good conditions already achieved by the public sector. This explains the 

circularity of the field-level discourses reviewed earlier in this chapter, in which 

Metrowater supervisors complained about private operators passing the buck back to the 

state, while private contractors claimed that the board messed up the conditions of their 
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performance. Anil went on to attack the basic foundations of the orthodoxy that passed 

for common sense in the sector: 

You go to seminars these days, everybody is saying the same thing, they are all 
converted, they are all speaking to the converted. It is all so standardized, it does 
not advance your understanding of the sector at all! The Bank looks at situations 
where they pretend supply problems don't exist, the bucket is not leaky, in which 
case efficiencies bring better results. There is also a remarkable convergence of 
interests, with all these studies emerging about how the poor are paying more for 
water... 

The private sector, if given a block grant, will probably do a better job of O & M 
to benefit the poor because they have no contingent liabilities, they can operate at 
less cost. This is what has happened in Johannesburg and places like that. There 
is no question that these results will happen if the private sector is paid to do 
O&M. The poor will be better served. But the Bank model of BOT or even 
O&M in a context where supply is an issue, is a problem. In Johannesburg there 
is a credit system for those getting under 40 mid. Ours is not a situation of excess 
supply having to be rationed out. Distributional equity becomes a major issue 
when scarcity is there, (nt# C23) 

These discussions highlight the intractable challenges that attend the project of 

privatization, however it is defined or designed. Problems with state sector utilities are 

not, as is increasingly recognized in local situations, easily solved by models of 

privatization. The KPMG consultancy report on institutional options for Metrowater 

(BCPMG 2001), for instance, pointed to the potential for Metrowater's regulatory powers 

in the water sector to conflict with its operational responsibilities, as seen in its readiness 

to extract groundwater to supply the city despite its own regulations against groundwater 

exploitation. But the report, reviewing Indian efforts to separate regulatory roles from 

operational roles (as in the electricity and telecommunications sectors) and the country's 

experiences with independent regulators, acknowledges that "the new approach has so far 

had limited, if any, success, and there is some doubt whether India's independent 
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regulators have sufficient capacity or power to operate effectively... Vested interests 

have so far been able to undermine the independence and effectiveness of the regulators" 

(KPMG 2001:33). 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter outlined the multiple and contending usages of the term 

"privatization" that circulated in Chennai's water sector. As the ethnography revealed, 

there was little consensus locally on the meanings or definitions of privatization, its 

appropriate forms and its limits. Privatization, as portrayed by water engineers, 

government bureaucrats and private contractors in Chennai, seemed to produce an 

enlargement of the sphere of the state as it incorporated the multitude of privately 

contracted operations that purportedly reduced its size. Yet privatization was premised 

on, and appeared to produce, discourses of the constraints, limitations and incapacities of 

the state conceived as a "sector." Notions of "public" and "private" tend to be 

problematized as institutional forms embodying certain essential virtues, capabilities and 

limitations. The next chapter takes a step into the larger sphere of global debates on 

water privatization in order to outline the wider context that frames and informs the local 

debates. 
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CHAPTER 7 

WATER WARS: THE GLOBAL CONTEXT OF PRIVATIZATION 

While the term "water wars" has become a cliche in the late IQQOs,"^^ water has 

indeed become the subject of struggles that carry all the ingredients of warfare. Wars 

over water have been recorded since the beginning of human history, but the wars taking 

shape since the late twentieth century, and promising to intensify over the coming 

decades, are distinct in character. Earlier water wars involved riparian rights across 

political boundaries, as in international disputes over the sharing of river waters, or intra-

basin struggles over irrigation flows. While resource allocation battles of this nature 

continue to be fought, the flashpoint has shifted to what is known in the jargon of the 

water industry as "service management," the issue of who provides, controls, and 

manages water supply, treatment and distribution. The site of these battles has shifted 

from agrarian basins to cities. Contemporary water wars are, thus, fought over 

institutional issues of ownership and control over municipal water systems, terms of 

contract, channels of finance and issues of sovereignty, all of these in turn carrying 

powerful repercussions for ordinary people in terms of their access to drinking water. 

These wars also, in the manner of modem warfare, involve struggles to control "the 

hearts and minds of people" by invoking moral discourses, deploying elaborate 

theoretical and ideological frameworks, and marshalling data and studies that have, by 

This phrase, as a simple google search will reveal, is in the title of at least 20 magazine and newspaper 
articles, and at least books appearing in the last five years, of which Shiva 2002 and Ward 2002 are only 
two examples. 
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now, accumulated into independent bodies of literature. Alongside the discursive 

struggles, bloodshed occurs. Mass mobilizations of people in several countries have 

resulted in arrests and violent repression, police firing and death, as in Cochabamba, 

Bolivia, and Soweto, South Africa."^^ 

Privatization of water is at issue in these battles. The two sides in the battle 

conceive of drinking water in two opposing perspectives. Champions of privatization 

define it as an economic good that must be priced in market terms, not only to maintain 

the financial viability of water utilities, but to reflect the "real" value of water and to 

promote equity and resource sustainability. The other side defines water as a human right 

that cannot depend on the ability to pay. In this perspective, water is not a commodity to 

be owned, controlled, bought and sold, but is a "responsibility of the global commons" 

involving collective responsibility for addressing the needs of all people. 

Despite substantial shades of opinion, conditional readings of the evidence, and 

some internal dissent within the two camps, the sides in the battle are constituted by 

increasingly pitched polemical stances on states, markets, capitalism and development in 

the global economy. The two positions are framed within clearly defined institutional 

auspices that harbor global networks on each side, but possess radically unequal power. 

In the famous case of mass protests against water privatization in Cochabamba, Bolivia in 1999, a 17-
year-old boy died in police firing on the crowds that has assembled on the streets. In South Africa, the 
Soweto Electricity Crisis Committee (SECC) cut the Mayor's water and electricity connections as part of a 
protest in April 2002 against his orders to disconnect many poor households from these services as they 
were being privatized. In the process, the crowd was shot at by the Mayor's bodyguards and many were 
arrested. 
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THE GLOBAL CASE FOR PRIVATIZATION 

The major proponents of privatization are international lenders and development 

assistance agencies in industrialized countries, along with several national governments, 

financial and bureaucratic elite within countries, and some policy think tanks and NGOs. 

International development banks and donor agencies such as the World Bank, the Asian 

Development Bank (ADB), the U.K.'s Department for International Development 

(DFID) and the Australian Agency for International Development (AUS-AID) tie 

privatization-related conditionalities to their water sector assistance to Third World 

nations. The World Trade Organization (WTO) is also an active player on this side. 

While documents produced by the World Bank take a variety of conditional stands, 

pointing out some of the pitfalls, mitigating circumstances, caveats and cautions 

regarding privatization of basic services such as drinking water and electricity provision 

in poor countries^®, and while documents such as the Infrastructure for Development 

Report (WDR 1994) lay out the validity of alternative paths such as reforming state-run 

utilities, the Bank's official position papers and Country Assistance Strategies continue to 

hold privatization as the ultimate goal of sectoral reforms, and to aggressively promote it 

as a condition of aid.^' Kessler remarks on the Bank's double-speak on privatization: 

"While the Bank tells the world 'we're open to anything that works,' it tells borrowing 

governments something quite different" (2004; 14). 

™ See for example Harris (2003) and Phillips (2003). For a good review of World Bank documents that 
discuss problems with the privatization agenda, see Kessler 2004. 

Bolivia and Ghana were forced to privatize in order to receive aid, while Paraguay's loan was cancelled 
when it failed to privatize. 
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Crucially, this position presents its arguments in terms of fundamental social 

development goals such as equity, provision of basic infrastructure to marginal 

populations, especially to urban poor, and the protection of public health through 

ensuring the quality of drinking water. Privatization is portrayed as the only feasible 

solution to the shortages faced by the poor, making possible piped supply to peripheral 

and uncovered settlements. Even without the fiscal crises that have gripped most local 

government bodies as well as state and central governments in the Third World in the 

past couple of decades, infrastructure utilities in Third World cities, even well-run ones, 

have been unable to generate funds to finance the massive expansions of infrastructure 

necessitated by their rapidly growing urban populations. 

A major rationale for privatization, thus is the investment finance it brings to the 

sector. This call for investment is legitimated by regular invocation of the United 

Nations Millenium Development Goals which include halving the numbers of those 

without access to water (from 1.2 billion), and sanitation (from 2.4 billion) by 2015. 

Fulfilling these goals is estimated to require an additional $100 billion a year. However, 

as northern governments default on their commitment to contribute 0.7 percent of their 

GNP annually to bridge the gap with developing countries, private investment is being 

promoted as the unavoidable path to a solution. 

The privatization agenda has also come to dominate global discussions on the environment and 
"sustainable development" From the Dublin Conference on the Environment in 1992 which recommended 
valuing water as an economic good to The World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg in 
2002, businesses have been "waging an offensive to swing the sustainable development agenda in their 
favor" (Sharma 2002) even as organized protests against this agenda grow. 

Official development aid from OECD countries slipped from $69 billion in 1992 to $53 billion in 2000, 
amounting to about 0.2 percent of their aggregate GNP (Sharma 2002). 
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Proponents of privatization marshall evidence of the failure of state service 

delivery across Third World countries to achieve financial viability, extend coverage to 

the entire population, reduce wastage and maintain quality services. They ascribe these 

failures to the inherent conditions and constraints of government functioning, namely 

inefficiency, corruption and the pressures to subsidize or the inability to charge tariffs 

that reflect the true value of the resource and the costs incurred. Subsidies are shown to 

benefit better-off sections of the population, especially those connected to the system. 

While these analyses sometimes point to reforms of state-run utilities as a potential 

solution, they most often envisage privatization as the ultimate answer. 

Privatization, conceived as the opening of state sector services and operations to 

private or market entities, can occur through a range of forms, representing a progressive 

degree of state withdrawal from direct provisioning roles. Service contracts involve short 

term arrangements whereby private firms provide specific services such as meter reading 

or bill preparation; these contracts involve no investment from or financial risks for the 

private company, and no direct legal relationship between the contractor and the 

consumer. Lease or management contracts are also usually short-term - often three to 

five year - agreements in which the private company either leases a facility such a 

sewage pumping station from the civic authority and runs it, or is contracted by the 

authority to operate and maintain the facility. Ownership remains public, performance is 

often directly supervised and monitored by civic officials, and the private company is not 

responsible for new investments or expansion. Contracts of this type, as shown above, 

now cover increasing sectors of the water and sanitation service in Chennai. 
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BOT (Build-Operate-Transfer) or BOOT (Build-Own-Operate Transfer) contracts 

are those in which the private company builds some component of the infrastructure, e.g. 

a treatment plant, and then runs it for an initial period before transferring ownership to 

the state or to another buyer. BOT contracts may be of short durations, of three to five 

years, and may involve a smaller investment component from the private party; BOOT 

contracts often involve long-term agreements of 20 to 30 years, with substantial private 

investment in the project, often backed by purchase agreements that guarantee a 

minimum demand. Concessions contracts are long-term contracts of 20 to 30 years, in 

which the private company takes over all responsibility for running a system as well as 

for expanding it and for recovering its investments through payments from users. And 

finally, divestiture is a form of privatization in which the government sells its equity in a 

utility that is then bought off by a private company. 

In practice, privatization tends to occur in a progressive manner along the 

continuum described above, with service and management contracts preparing the 

grounds and achieving the "commercialization" of operations required to attract firms to 

bid for concession contracts or direct purchases down the road. 

Although the free market is posed as offering solutions to the problems dogging 

water supply across the world's cities, the structure of the global water business is 

notoriously and extraordinarily unfree. It is dominated by a handful of giant 

multinationals, with two French companies, Vivendi Environnement and Suez Lyonnaise, 

controlling 70 percent of the private water market. The remaining 30 percent is divided 

among companies like Thames Water, now a subsidiary of the German multinational 
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RWE, and Bechtel, the US-based engineering conglomerate. The business prospects, 

however, are enormous: only 5 percent of the world water market is now being supplied 

by private companies. As Fortune magazine declared in May 2000: "Supplying water to 

people and companies is a US$400 billion a year industry. That's 40 per cent of the oil 

sector and one-third larger than global pharmaceuticals. And that's just the beginning." In 

1998, the World Bank predicted that the global trade in water would soon be a US$ 800 

billion industry, and by 2000 this projection had been raised to a trillion dollars (Sharma 

2002). However, with the exception of France and the UK, public water provision has 

remained the norm in most industrialized countries. Some recent efforts have been made 

to privatize public water utilities in the US, but many of these are failing.Thus the 

global water business has set its sight for expansion on the Third World, assisted by the 

World Bank and bilateral donors through their conditionality-based pressures for reform. 

THE CASE AGAINST PRIVATIZATION 

Opponents of privatization consist of trade unions and their federations, some 

non-governmental organizations and their networks, left parties, environmental, human 

rights and anti-globalization activists in different countries. Once again, not all these 

groups oppose privatization entirely; there are shades of opinion regarding its advantages 

and acceptable forms, but the majority have rallied behind a stance that defines 

In September 2002, Lexington, KY decided to buy back its water system from a private company 
because the company was acquired by the giant German corporation RWE. Citizens were uncomfortable 
with the idea of a multinational company owning their local waterworks. Similar buyouts by city 
authorities occurred in Indianopolis in 2000 and Ohio in 1991. 
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privatization as referring specifically to (multinational) corporate control over water 

resources, and vehemently oppose this. 

Many analysts on this side acknowledge that certain forms of privatization have 

been around for a long time. In India, for instance, groundwater has long been a private 

commodity linked to landed property, and has been actively traded in water markets in 

some areas, like North Gujarat (Dharmadikary 2002). The commodification and 

marketization of drinking water in Indian cities, through informal, volumetrically small, 

and localized transactions (such as sale of water from private wells to hotels or large 

colonies) has also been under way for decades (ibid., Moench and Janakaraj 2002), often 

as a response to the failures of the state. 

However, the privatization that is at the center of the contemporary water wars is 

of a different character, and its opponents take care to delineate its unprecedented 

character: 

In the earlier scheme of things, the private operators were mostly individuals -
like individual farmers in the case of tubewell-based water markets, or contractors 
in the case of tanker water supply. Indeed many of the tankers operated under 
contracts from civic or government authorities and were in a sense a part of the 
public sector domain. Moreover the operators did not have any control over the 
whole [water] sector. No doubt they tried to influence policy to suit their own 
interests, especially through lobby organizations, but their clout was limited. 
(Dharmadhikary 2002:5). 

The new paradigm, by contrast, involves corporations, in most cases one or 

several of the handful of multinational corporations bidding for control of municipal 

water supply projects across the globe. It also involves massive projects, usually 

encompassing the water and sanitation systems of entire cities. Thus the new models of 

privatization raise a host of fundamental questions relating to the scale and scope of 
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private control, the bargaining power of Third World states vis-a-vis these multinational 

firms, and the nature of regulatory mechanisms that can ensure accountability. 

Opponents of privatization analyze current trends as posing serious threats to popular 

sovereignty, not only in terms of national and local decision-making, but in terms of the 

continued access of people to basic life resources. These analyses derive from empirical 

experiences with dominant models of privatization emerging in different parts of the 

world over the past decade. These experiences are abstracted into the following features: 

1. Empirical evidence has challenged the primary justification for privatization, that it 

makes private funds available for infrastructure investment in cash-strapped 

countries. Corporations introduce very small proportions of equity into their 

investments as the norms for debt to equity ratios get progressively liberalized. They 

increasingly rely on debt financing, recovering the interest on their loans through user 

charges. Kessler (2004) notes that the past few years have seen a pronounced decline 

in private equity investment, from a peak of US$50 billion in 1997 to $7 billion in 

2002.^^ As major companies decline to risk their investments in Third World 

countries, international funding institutions (IFIs) increasingly channel their 

infrastructure assistance loans to these countries via private companies 

(Dharmadikary 2002, Kessler 2004, Sharma 2002). 

Executives of the major companies are becoming much more forthright about their reluctance to commit 
themselves to social goals such as bringing water to the world's poor. The CEO of the water multinational 
SAUR, at a World Bank meeting in 2002, challenged the "emphasis on unrealistic service levels [which 
lead to] limited interest in the market." He claimed that 'The scale of the need far outreaches the financial 
and risk-taking capacities of the private sector" (quoted in Kessler 2004). 



2. Extraordinary special considerations and fiscal supports are offered to private 

corporations to attract their investments: companies negotiate for contractual terms 

that include assured rates of return, (usually indexed to the dollar), government 

guarantees on loans and take-or-pay clauses (which assure them a minimum volume 

of demand or monetary compensation for the shortfall). A common mechanism to 

protect private company investments in cases where governments—even at the 

central or federal level - are unable to offer them sufficient guarantees is the 

establishment of an escrow account. Revenues obtained by the utility are put in a 

separate account, with the company having first rights of access to this money until 

all payments due to it are met; this means that the company can claim its profits even 

before salaries are paid. 

3. In a large number of cases, the private company asserts and seeks to expand 

monopolistic control over local water resources, extending and entrenching the 

"natural monopoly" of the piped network to claim control even over alternative 

sources in the area. In the notorious case of Cochabamba, Bolivia, the private 

consortium Aguas Del Tunari (led by the American corporation Bechtel), that took 

over the concession for the city, was given full rights to all the water in the district, 

including the right to install meters and charge for water in a cooperative water 

system (based on tubewells and small localized distribution networks) that 

communities had constructed for themselves on the outskirts of the city. 

4. The new arrangements have almost invariably brought tariff hikes of many orders of 

magnitude. In Ghana, water rates more than doubled in 2001 and 2002 as the 
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government prepared to privatize the system; in Nelspruit, South Africa, the 

consumer price of water more than tripled when the British multinational BiWater, in 

a joint venture with a South African group, was awarded a 30-year concession to 

provide water services in 1999. Companies, not surprisingly, display far less 

hesitation in disconnecting customers for non-payment of tariff than do governments: 

in Manila, Buenos Aires, Nespruit, and even in Ghana (under World Bank and IMF 

pressure), nearly a third of the customers were cut off from the system when they 

could not meet the new tariffs. Automatic tariff-adjustment formulae, commonly 

negotiated by private companies, allow rates to rise automatically to offset inflation, 

and more disastrously, index tariffs to the dollar to allow companies to repatriate 

profits and repay foreign debt. This clause subjects consumers to price rises every 

time the domestic currency depreciates, in addition to the price rises from tariff hikes, 

amounting to what a community health activist in Ghana called a "deadly poison and 

a prescription for death for the poor" (Patrick Apoya, quoted in Public Citizen 2002). 

5. The structure of liability of multinational corporations and their size carry serious 

implications for their accountability to people and to governments, as seen in cases 

where companies have broken their contracts and left, often as a result of public 

protests against their services. The companies have then proceeded to sue the 

governments for millions of dollars.^'' In many of these cases, e.g. in Cochabamba 

In the case of the failed contract of the Aguas del Tunari consortium led by Bechtel in Cochabamba, the 
consortium sued the government of Bolivia for US$25 million at the International Center for the Settlement 
of Investment Disputes (ICSID), a World Bank dispute resolution body. Although Bechtel is a U.S. 
corporation, it established a P.O. Box presence in the Netherlands in 2002, to make use of the special terms 
of a bilateral investment treaty between the Netherlands and Bolivia. The case is still in process. In the 
Tucaman Province of Argentina, Vivendi unilaterally cancelled its contract in 1998 when it lost almost $3 
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and Soweto, police or military arms of the state are mobilized on behalf of the 

companies to suppress people's protests. The threats to national sovereignty posed by 

privatization emerge most critically in the context of the World Trade Organization 

(WTO) and its role of eliminating barriers to international trade. Under WTO rules, 

once water gets defined as a tradeable commodity, national governments have no 

power to stop commercial entities from acquiring and exporting it in any quantity 

they chose. European governments have been actively lobbying to include municipal 

water in the category of "environmental services" within the WTO's General 

Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS), which would dissolve a national state's 

right to refuse sale of its utility to a legitimate bidder (Sharma 2002, Dharmadikary 

2002). 

6. Transparency is severely compromised in most of these agreements. Contract 

negotiations occur behind closed doors, decisions are taken with no input from users, 

and most contract documents remain confidential, violating citizens' rights to 

information.^^ 

7. Claims that private companies would expand access to services, improve the 

efficiency and quality of service delivery and install state-of-the art technologies have 

all proved wrong in several of the privatized cases around the world. Companies often 

million as customers could not pay their rates. Vivendi then sued the province before a World Bank 
Tribunal, but lost. 

In the case of Aguas del Tunari/Bechtel vs. the government of Bolivia (see footnote 5), the proceedings 
of ICSID are held behind closed doors, with no input from the "users" of the service. In August 2002, 
more than 300 citizen groups from 41 countries presented a petition to ICSID, demanding that it allow 
public participation in the case by receiving public testimony and making the documents public. 
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underbid in order to get their foot in the door, failing to account for the costs of 

58 upgrading old and deteriorating water systems. 

Opponents of privatization argue that these patterns represent not just unfortunate 

exceptions, but inherent features of the conception and design of corporate privatization 

at a global level. Even its advocates acknowledge its troubling track record so far. The 

Asian Development Bank (ADB) sponsored a case study of privatization experiences in 

ten cities, which concluded that the "the jury [was] still out" on the success of 

privatization (Mcintosh et al. 2000). A recent IMF paper called for caution and a careful 

weighing of risks and costs when considering PPPs (IMF 2004). Even the World Bank, 

in a recent report, concluded that "privatization [had] been oversold and misunderstood" 

(Kessides 2004). 

Multinational businesses have also begun to weigh in on the social/moral and 

theoretical debates surrounding the privatization of water. In 2002, at the Johannesburg 

Summit on Sustainable Development, Vivendi announced the establishment of a new 

corporate institute to provide "a platform for thinking and interchange around the world." 

Gerard Mestrallet, CEO of Suez Lyonnaise, one of the world's largest water 

multinationals, proclaimed to the press that "water is not a merchandise." As his 

company prepared to celebrate World Water Day in 2002, he condemned the 

In Puerto Rico, a subsidiary of Vivendi was ousted in 2002 for neglecting and bungling the operation of 
the water and wastewater systems, and for failing to provide running water in many areas. In Buenos 
Aires, one of the World Bank's much-touted success stories, communities faced flooding and sewage 
overflows when Suez, which had been managing the city's water supplies since 1992 on a 30-year contract, 
fell short of its promised investments in the sewage system. Two million new water connections were 
constructed but lags in installing sewers. The company attributed this failure to the fall of the peso, which 
brought their spending down to the basic minimum while they attempted to renegotiate the contract. 
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privatization of water, claiming that private enterprises do not invest in renewal of 

infrastructure, thus contributing to the deterioration of water quality even as they raise 

prices. In this way, he pointed out, privatization "forces the poorest of the world to pay 

twice for water." Mestrallet's solution was "cooperation between the private sector and 

the state." (quoted in Godoy 2002), in other words, the path of public-private partnerships 

(PPPs) in which the state invests and the private company manages. The concept of PPP 

has acquired great currency in the 2000s, but, as Kessler points out, the move largely 

represents a response by the World Bank and its partners to the growing public relations 

problem associated with privatization. "The term [privatization] itself has almost 

disappeared from Bank publications, replaced by the more collegial "public-private 

partnership," or the ambiguous "private sector participation" (2004:12) It also reflects 

the private sector's growing reluctance to undertake risky direct investments in water 

systems, and their increased preference for arrangements in which they simply manage 

water supply systems, with governments covering or subsidizing investments, 

guaranteeing returns, covering political risks, and ensuring a favorable climate for their 

operation. 

Meanwhile, a slew of independent academic studies, examining the merits of the 

privatization orthodoxy, attack its aggressive promotion across the globe as a monolithic 

agenda for the sector with little reference to local conditions. Gutierrez et al (2003), in 

their comparative study of outcomes of privatization in twelve international cases, stress 

the need to attend to the specific institutional conditions of each context. They also 

emphasize the complex social relationships in which water issues are encased in a given 



situation, making it difficult to infer trends and project results from quantified 

measurement and schematic comparison. Their study points to the need for locally 

contextualized programs of reform that correspond to local conditions. A study by the 

International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED), London, based on five 

international cases, pointed to the "numerous examples of efficiently managed public 

water and sanitation utilities in developing countries..." (Nick et al. 1999). 

Thus the debate over water privatization provides a fresh and current instance of 

the battle of epistemologies as determining the structures of material access in a social 

order. High stakes lie in how data is assembled and presented; the foregrounding or 

obscuring of certain issues or the renaming of a phenomenon (like PPP) determine the 

condition under which questions can be raised or arguments made. The frequently asked 

question, "Does PS? [private sector participation] benefit the poor?" (cf. Gutierrez et al. 

2003) is rarely answered empirically in official documents; instead it is addressed by 

invoking scenarios, laying out theoretical arguments, projecting trends and trajectories, 

and drawing out implications. 

However, increasing numbers of studies from academic institutes, empirically 

examining the effects of private concessions on the urban poor, seriously question their 

claims to be "pro-poor" and conclude that the aggressive push for privatization has been 

misguided (cf. Laurie et al 2003). A study of two Bolivian cases (from Cochabamba and 

La Paz-Alto) carried out by the University of Newcastle in collaboration with Bolivian 

academics and activists, found that neither of the Bolivian concessions could be 

considered pro-poor, as the contracts failed to stipulate types of service delivery or 
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prioritize poor areas, the concessions were monopolistic, and they illegalized existing 

alternative systems used by many poor people, thus leaving them unregulated. In 

addition, confidentiality clauses in the contracts constrained user participation and 

weakened the power of regulators to make pro-poor decisions. The study concluded that 

"deficient legislative and regulatory frameworks and accountability mechanisms, together 

with limited user participation and access to information, have made schemes less pro-

poor than expected" and argued that "in Bolivia, as elsewhere, over-promotion of a pro-

poor image for concessions can obscure anti-poor practices" (Laurie et al 2003:1). 

A common finding in these studies is that privatization often forecloses or even 

closes down community-based alternatives. Gutierrez et al. (2003) emphasize capacity-

building, both in the public sector and in the local entrepreneurial sector, as a crucial 

ingredient for expanding options for provision and regulating them in favor of the poor. 

The efficiencies that provide the cornerstone of arguments favoring privatization are 

obtained from competition; they are thus not easily available in the municipal water 

supply sector, where services remain monopolistic even in private hands. Strong 

regulation thus becomes the main route for safeguarding the interests of the public in 

terms of quality, access, and third party effects or externalities. The World Water Vision 

recommends private management of water because "public agencies .. .in many 

developing countries (and many developed ones), have become inefficient, unregulated 

and unaccountable" (WWC 2000:3). If institutional weakness in the state is the grounds 

for recommending privatization in the first place, expectations that it would play the 

regulatory role required to ensure benefits to the poor are unrealistic. Gutierrez et al. 
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argue that "if the underlying cause (of failure of provision) is the lack of public sector 

capacity, a shift to private sector operation without clear provisions for capacity-building 

may in fact pave the way for an irreversible loss of public sector capacity" (2003:11). In 

such cases, the utility opens itself up to grave vulnerability, as private companies have 

repeatedly demonstrated their lack of commitment in emergency situations.The issue 

of regulation in the context of privatization is becoming a central theme in debates on 

governance, and will be discussed further in the next chapter. 

MANUFACTURING CONSENSUS 

While many of the street battles over privatization occurred in the late 1990s, the 

epistemological battle lines got more clearly drawn in the early years of the twenty-first 

century. The Second World Water Forum at the Hague in 2000 was a key moment in this 

formation: its slogan "water is everybody's business" encapsulated the terms of the 

struggle. The meanings of "everybody" and "business" were at stake, as networks of 

non-governmental organizations, trade union federations, anti-globalization activists and 

many developing country governments directly confronted the World Bank and bilateral 

donors over their aggressive promotion of private sector interests in the delivery of water 

services (CEO 2003). The ambiguous phrasing of the slogan also spotlights the slippery 

position adopted by the Forum in these battles. The World Water Forum is a triennial 

When riots erupted in Jakarta, Indonesia, following President Suharto's resignation in 1998, executives 
of the two multinational utility companies, Thames Water and Suez Lyonnaise des Eaux, which had taken 
over the city's water supplied four months earlier, abandoned their offices and boarded chartered jets for 
Singapore. The government officials who had managed the waterworks before privatization were, de facto, 
back in charge, as the companies had left no clear chain of command and only three days worth of 
chemicals required to clean the city's drinking water. (ICIJ 2003). 



event sponsored by the World Water Council (WWC), an organization that represents 

itself as a think-tank on international water policy and a platform for dialogue between all 

global "stakeholders" in water, including providers, consumers, funders and policy 

makers. Its membership includes research institutes, government agencies, UN 

institutions and major NGOs as well as large private firms involved in municipal water 

provision (CEO 2003, Macan-Markar 2003). Each Forum hosts a Ministerial Conference 

in which high-level government officials from around the world participate. The growing 

ranks of critics of the Forum and the Council, however, claim that they are dominated by 

the World Bank and other international donors and by some of the world's largest water 

corporations. The Council's Vice-President, Rene Coulomb is a board member and 

former director of Suez Lyonnaise, the world's largest private water corporation. Its 

intemational Task Force on Financing Water Infrastructure was chaired by Michael 

Camdessus, formerly head of the Intemational Monetary Fund (IMF), and was dominated 

by representatives of major multinational corporations in the water sector and 

intemational financial institutions. Thus, the WWC's composition and orientation have 

earned it a reputation as a lobby group representing engineering and construction 

companies, dam-building state agencies and large water-supply corporations (CEO 

2003). The Belgian water scholar Petrella dubs the WWC an "intemational general staff 

on water" in which "the intemational committee that studies the global problem of water 

is at the same time partially controlled by the companies that eventually would profit 

from the solutions the committee proposes" (quoted in Godoy 2002).^'' Critics also claim 

The WWC is also attacked for its support for the continuation of mega-projects such as large dams for 



that its functioning is "ehtist, undemocratic and deeply biased toward corporate interests" 

and that its efforts are underpinned by a "sophisticated campaign by neoliberal and 

corporate interests to establish global consensus on water policy and to promote an 

enhanced role for the private sector in water management" (CEO 2003). 

At the Third World Water Forum held in March 2003 in Kyoto, Japan, the WWC 

presented the report of its Task Force on Financing Water Infrastructure. The report 

called for steps to minimize the risk to foreign investors of foreign exchange fluctuations, 

and the provision of adequate safeguards by governments to enhance investors' trust and 

confidence in the stability of long-term investments. Coming at a time when several 

governments of poor countries were being sued for millions of dollars by large 

companies following failed contracts, these recommendations gave a strong impression 

of taking sides. The report also recommended channeling the shrinking aid flows in the 

water sector through private players and increasing guarantees and subsidies from 

international financial institutions for private investments. 

The Kyoto forum brought the controversies over global water policy to a head. 

Opponents of the council's agenda organized a large attendance despite the prohibitively 

high entrance fees that excluded a large number of non-governmental water organizations 

and non-official stakeholders. Activists held banners and waved placards during the 

presentation of the finance task force report. Although the Forum's Announcement 

claimed a de facto consensus, asserting that "all elements in the big picture seem to have 

been adequately addressed" and that the time had come for moving from "rhetoric to 

irrigation and iiydro-power in the face of accumulating evidence on their destructive potential. 



action," events at Kyoto revealed the unbridgeable faultlines in global water agendas and 

the Council's own stance in this landscape (CEO 2003). The Forum failed to produce a 

consensual declaration at the end of its deliberations. Two separate statements, a 

ministerial declaration and a statement by "civil society" groups, were submitted to the 

secretariat to be included in the final declaration. The language of this declaration 

omitted recognition of the right to water as a human right. 

Thus, in blotting out the controversies that rage over global water policy and 

orchestrating a consensus, the World Water Forum silences the voices that oppose the 

dominant agenda of corporate provision of water. The WWC and its triennial Fora 

represent key agencies in normalizing or mainstreaming the ideological agendas of the 

neoliberal proponents of privatization through their consensus-building exercises. 

The World Water Vision, the outcome of a series of regional and sectoral vision 

exercises carried out by the WWC, achieves a similar rhetorical effect of claiming the 

space of consensus in global water policy. Two of the five key actions that the vision 

identifies as necessary to achieve sustainable access of all people to safe and sufficient 

water, are to "involve all stakeholders in integrated management" and to "move to full-

cost pricing of water services" (WWC 2000). These remain crucial items in all major 

international policy documents, including many of those that do not support corporate 

privatization. The proposal of "full-cost pricing" for water is still a red flag to many 

opponents of mainstream water sector reforms as it is seen to be preparing the grounds 

for privatization. However, it is hard to argue with the need for re-examining, in the light 

of the increasing pressure on water resources, the highly subsidized provision of water 



356 

that has hitherto been the norm. Achieving a better reflection of the costs of producing, 

treating, distributing and conserving water, and removing the subsidies which accrue 

disproportionately to people with direct access to piped water and storage facilities is 

widely recognized as a necessary step in motivating more economical uses of water and 

enabling the service to be extended further to cover unserved populations. Populations 

who lack access to the piped network, and receive water through mobile means, have 

been widely found to bear much higher costs per unit of water than the (usually better-

off) sections served by the network. 

However, at the crux of this issue is the variable meaning of the notion of "costs." 

While full cost-recovery is widely understood as the recuperation of the financial costs of 

treating and supplying water, the more radical long-term goal of reformers is to reach the 

full "economic costs" of water. As the World Water Vision puts it, 

[T]o create proper incentives for the management of water, water should be 
treated as an economic good. But the [World Water] Commission recognized that 
full implementation of marginal cost pricing was too big a step to make at that 
time. Thus it recommended a first step: that the full cost of water services be 
recovered from users. (WWC 2003: 55). 

In the system of economic pricing, water will be valued according to its 

opportunity costs, which in turn will reflect its highest value across the spectrum of water 

use. In other words, in integrated water markets, the cost of drinking water to the average 

consumer would reflect the price that industrialists would be willing to pay for it. Global 

water scarcity is used to make the case for economic pricing of water in economic 



terms.^' Conversely, economic pricing is promoted as a means of reducing water 

consumption. The vision of global water policy, as articulated by agencies represented 

by the WWC, is of the development of "markets of transferable water rights" and the 

reallocation of the limited resource to "high value users of water" through "treating water 

as a tradable commodity" (ADB 1999, 2001). A World Bank Strategy paper foresees that 

.. in case after case reformed utilities... (will) push for market-based rules for 

facilitating the voluntary temporary or permanent transfer of water rights from low-value 

to high-value users" (WB 2002). 

The notion of costs also differs radically between private companies and the 

public sector (and between small local contractors and large multinationals) in terms of 

the obligations and the orders of magnitude it entails. While privatization in Chennai's 

Metrowater allowed the government to cut costs by tendering services out at 

exploitatively low rates to small private firms, concessions to companies like Vivendi 

would introduce an entirely different scheme of costs in the service. Government costs 

go to provide protected employment with living wages and benefits to large numbers of 

public sector staff, while private company costs include the salaries of multinational 

corporate bosses and profits for First World-based shareholders. In supporting the 

commercialization of water through what amounts to a worldwide private oligopoly, 

then, the WWC supports the full recovery of the latter category of costs from water 

Yet, as several scholars have shown, scarcity is often created by unsustainable development policies, 
while perceptions of scarcity are often manufactured and exploited by the state as a strategy of rule (cf. 
Mehta 2001). 
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consumers. The agenda of full-cost pricing is outlined as follows in the World Water 

Vision; 

Full-cost pricing must be accompanied by targeted, transparent subsidies to low-
income communities and individuals to allow them to meet their minimum 
requirements and to encourage user participation in decision-making. This 
approach to valuing water will encourage infrastructure investments and private 
sector involvement and provide the revenue to cover the costs of operation and 
maintenance. It will make water suppliers accountable to users (WWC 2000: 2). 

In this vision, then, the poor are provided for by direct government subsidy, while 

water is revalued at prices designed to encourage private sector investment. Thus, under 

the discourse of "appropriately valuing water" and facilitating further investments, tariff 

reforms force the poor, or the governments that subsidize them, to pay for the profits of 

multinationals in the business of water supply. 

Meanwhile, the somewhat obscurely phrased association between full-cost 

pricing, "transparent subsidies" and "user participation in decision-making" (in the quote 

above) suggests that users and their decision-making roles must be defined by their 

financial relationship to the service. The concept of "stakeholders," thus, is one in which 

the public holds stakes by virtue of paying for the service, not by virtue of their need for 

water. 

The invocation of the world's poor as the grounds for analyses and policy is now 

de rigeur: all statements or reports from the World Bank, the Asian Development Bank, 

and from the private sector executives on the WWC board emphasize the special 

vulnerability of the poor to the looming water crisis and thence the urgency for "action" 

rather than "words." Typically, these reports carry small text boxes telling the story of a 
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woman from Manila or Ghana or Bangladesh spending many hours and exorbitant sums 

to collect poor quality water from public facilities or from lakes and ponds (cf. ADB 

1999:16). The conclusions drawn from these cases, however, are not about measures 

needed to get water to these people at low cost. Instead, "the message brought home by 

Winnie's case is that the poor can and do pay for water" (ibid; 16). While local 

governments are exhorted to "ensure that piped water supplies reach poorer areas", this is 

seen to be feasible only through public-private partnerships (PPPs). 

The issue of subsidizing costs for poor consumers, however, is handled in a much 

more equivocal manner. The reports state that "basic water requirements need to be 

made affordable to all" (cf. ADB 1999:41). However, of the two available instruments 

through which this can occur, namely cross subsidy (from wealthier to poorer consumers) 

or direct government subsidy, the former is being strongly discouraged in water reform 

prescriptions from the World Bank and its partners. Chapter 2 of this dissertation 

discussed the Bank's pressure on Metrowater to reduce cross subsidies. The ADB report, 

recommending the fixing of tariffs to reflect the financial, and preferably the economic 

costs of water, says: "Distortions in tariffs, where one part of a community cross-

subsidizes another, need to be smoothed out" (ADB 1999:15). Cross subsidies are 

unpopular with private providers, who are loathe to penalize their wealthier consumers. 

As Dharmadikhary argues, "[T]he logic of the private suppliers is that bulk (and 

important) consumers are charged less, not more" (2002:13). The pressure on public 

utilities to eliminate cross-subsidies then, may be seen as part of a process of preparing 

utilities for private markets. The second option, of direct, targeted and transparent 



360 

subsidies for the poor, demands that governments cover the costs of private provision to 

poor consumers, at profit-making rates for the private company. Many governments have 

declared themselves unable to meet these costs, leaving the poor to pay or be cut off: this 

has happened in Ghana, Bolivia, Manila and other instances. 

CONCLUSION 

Privatization debates of the idnd discussed above are at a slight remove from the 

immediate context of Metrowater, where short term management and maintenance 

contracts with local firms are still the predominant form of private sector participation. 

However, as has been suggested above, these forms fall along a vector tending directly 

toward long term concession contracts with large private firms. As shown in Chapter 6, 

senior government officials in the Chennai water sector portray the public utility as an 

anachronistic creature facing a choice to privatize or perish. Meanwhile, the major water 

multinationals are already inserted in the frame: Vivendi has been on site in Metrowater 

since 2001 with a long-term consultancy project that provides it intimate access to the 

details of the system and to senior personnel in government. Metrowater thus exhibits 

what analysts call the "the strategy of incremental privatization" which dilutes resistance 

and facilitates the backdoor entry of large players (Sharma 2002). 

This chapter showed how the discourses of privatization circulating in Metrowater 

and in Chennai were linked to privatization debates occurring in the sphere of global 

water policy. It showed how rhetorical strategies of consensus-building by global policy 

institutes such as the World Water Council helped to manufacture a hegemonic common 
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sense in which privatization emerged as the singular route to investment, expansion of 

services, efficiencies, enhanced performance and economies of resource use. 



CHAPTER 8 

GOVERNANCE REVISITED 

This chapter moves the discussion of sectoral reforms and privatization into the 

larger theme of the dissertation: the changing discourses of the state in the era of 

neoliberalism. The concept of "governance" masterfully captures the neoliberal 

problematique of the state by bringing attention to the qualities, capabilities and methods 

- the software - of government. Governance provides a rubric that integrates 

macroeconomic and structural agendas, sectoral reforms, issues of corruption and 

capacity-building, and questions of politics. Crucially, it addresses these domains across 

the boundaries of states, markets and communities; dominant discourses of governance 

envisage the commercialization of state entities alongside the govemmentalization of 

corporations, both accompanied by mechanisms for "user participation." 

This chapter starts with an examination of local discourses of governance as 

articulated by a sample of "civil society"^^ spokespersons in Chennai that I interviewed 

as part of my research. It then reviews normative notions of governance as outlined by its 

leading exponent at the global level, the World Bank. The chapter moves on to outline 

some of the critical implications that this ethnography raises for how governance, 

particularly as it relates to the theme of drinking water provision, can be conceived in the 

context of Chennai. 

I employ this term, throughout this chapter, in a sense closely resembling that in which it is used in the 
mainstream governance discourse, referring to organized bodies of citizens that form a sphere autonomous 
from the state. While the governance literature posits the objective existence of such a separate sphere, 
however, I use the term to index formations that define themselves in terms of such a separation. 
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LOCAL DISCOURSES OF GOVERNANCE 

How did local actors at the junction of 'state' and 'civil society' engage with 

discourses of governance and conceptualize the changing role of the state? I found a 

vigorous discourse on the theme of governance circulating within certain spheres of the 

national and local polities^^ in the early years of the new century. During the course of 

my fieldwork, I attended several meetings in Chennai, convened by civil society groups 

as well as government departments on the themes of "good governance," administrative 

and institutional reforms, anti-corruption and transparency.^'^ Through these meetings I 

encountered a number of individuals and organizations that had developed detailed 

critiques of reform along with their own thorough analyses of the state system, and 

visions of change. I solicited the views of a cross-section of these spokespersons in 

Chennai; not a random sample of residents, but a selected sample of key informants who 

had developed these discourses on governance through a long history of engagement with 

programs of civic administration, sectoral (especially water) reforms or urban planning, 

either as independent activists, consultants to government, NGO personnel, scholars 

working on governance projects, or members of civil society organizations.^^ 

The dominant cohort in this sample was a contingent of retired senior bureaucrats 

(all male), from central and state cadres of the IAS, who were now leaders and/or 

These discourses appeared to be widespread in the sphere of English-speaking 'civil society' - as 
evidenced by their increasing appearance in English-language (national and local) newspapers, journals, 
meetings, research programs, action initiatives and organizational platforms. A study of two prominent 
Tamil newspapers in Chennai revealed a much more scant mention of the term in local vernacular 
discussions. 
^ See Appendix B for details of meetings attended. 

See Appendix A for details of persons interviewed. Many of these interviews were extended 
discussions, spread over two or three sessions spanning the course of a year or more. 



364 

founding members of locally based civil society organizations. I sought out a number of 

these people because I was interested in their peculiar perspectives as insiders turned 

outsiders (deriving from their past in 'the state' and their present in 'civil society') and 

because they were particularly vocal, active and influential, both in the civil society 

bodies they worked with and in a range of "govemance"-related consultancies or projects 

in the city. Many of these men had headed commissions, departments, boards and 

projects during their tenure in the government, and many had served or were still serving 

as consultants to industry, UN agencies and other international bodies. In addition, since 

it is widely believed that the hegemony of neoliberal reforms originated in the apex of the 

state bureaucracy (Vithal 1997, Vanaik 2001), it seemed that these retired bureaucrats 

would make good spokespersons. I also expected them to be more open about their 

views than currently serving senior bureaucrats would be. This section profiles their 

perspectives on the changing culture of administration and politics (in India as a whole 

and Chennai in particular) and their concepts of civil society, reforms, privatization and 

the changing role of the state. 

The sample of civil society organizations that I chose to study (because they 

explicitly addressed issues of governance) had a very specific character, captured in the 

visual appearance of the panels that usually dominated their meetings, wherein almost 

every participant was a white-haired, upper-caste or upper-class ex-bureaucrats or 

professional, usually a lawyer. This profile also reflected the majority of their boards. 

Thus, the boundaries between civil society and the state collapse once more in these new 

civil society initiatives that are peopled primarily by retired state bureaucrats. 
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The perspectives on governance and reform that these retired bureaucrats offered 

were grounded in their histories of intimate involvement in state policies and programs, 

as well as in their current involvement with programs that demanded accountability from 

the state. The most passionate and radical critiques of the performance of the Indian 

developmental state since independence came from these retired bureaucrats. Kumar, for 

instance, was unequivocal in his conclusion that state-run programs had resulted in 

appropriation of the country's resources by the privileged classes: 

I can tell you this very honest and candid conclusion that I have reached after 36 
years of service and after at least 40 to 45 years of watching this whole 
experiment. One, that whatever was done, almost everything that was done in the 
name of the poor, never reached the poor. And whatever was declared as being of 
a public purpose turned out to be of a purely private purpose. I will give you the 
example of land and housing. Look at it in Delhi, look at it in Chennai! It is there 
for you to see: all the land that was acquired for the poor agriculturists and all, 
who has cornered this land, who has cornered the housing, and as a result, what 
did the poor get? The poor just got some token allocations! 

The other conclusion I have reached is that if they had allowed the market, with 
all its infirmities and all its weaknesses and its potential for certain distortions, if 
they had allowed the market to function right through with regard to things like 
this, the poor would have been better off at the end of the day than they are today. 

Wherever there is something to be done, in terms of land allocation, housing, 
anything that is scarce - and it is of course made scarce by the policies that we 
have - the moment the government decides that they will do the allocation of 
some of these things, keeping the market out, then you have a situation where it is 
the bureaucracy and the politicians who are deciding. Instead of the market. And 
the typical example is that of land and housing. The government came out with 
all sorts of programs because there was a scarcity of housing- they started 
acquiring land, in the public interest, they started construction of all types of 
houses - for the poor, the not-so-poor and so on, and the allocation was being 
done by all these development authorities and Housing Boards and so on. See 
after so many years, then we realized that when something should be taken care of 
by the market, if you have created the proper facilitating environment for that - if 
you have not created that, then of course there will be problems! - you create that 
and then let the market take care of it, then even the very poor, in my view, would 
be able to find some place somewhere. Instead of getting into slums! 
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But the government did not do this for some time, with the result that all these 
benefits went to special classes of people. Like bureaucrats, journalists, and other 
types of people who benefited from these things. And finally at the end of the 
day, although you have acquired the land and built houses in the name of the 
poor, the poor really did not get anything, so we have the slums. Now that urban 
land ceiling has gone, the government has withdrawn from land acquisition to a 
great extent. Also, the government is broke, so they can't construct houses. But 
the benefits, the resources, are all gone! 

So, when it comes to a bureaucratic organization providing services like water 
and sanitation, there is no doubt whatsoever that it is the richer classes, the more 
powerful classes, the political classes, the bureaucracy, who will get the cream of 
it. That has happened in Madras, and that is happening in all the cities, not only 
in this country, even elsewhere. You see, you are not running it on the basis of 
economic viability, you are not running it on a commercial basis, so the question 
of equity goes out of the window, especially when it comes to a question of 
allocation of very scarce resources. We don't have that much of water, or that 
much capacity for garbage disposal or whatever. 

So things like water, sanitation, garbage clearance - these are some of the services 
and programs that normally should be taken care of by the market. ... Of course 
there are certain things where government has a role, no doubt about that (nt#R5). 

To him, the entire model of state socialism on which the country's economy had 

been built until the 1980s, was a disaster: 

We have had this experiment for almost 30 to 40 years, of a so-called socialist 
pattern of society brought in by Nehru who was an idealist, and who really 
believed, poor man, that the Russian model would be the best way and all that... 
it was a DISASTER! Nehru, these days, is being discussed, in this context, as one 
of the greatest disasters that we have had! There is no doubt about it! Indira 
Gandhi went a step further, because hers was not the idealism of socialism. Hers 
was the personal politics of trying to cling to power by first bringing down the 
Maharajas and then nationalizing the banks ~ and all these were just mechanisms 
for further abuse of the public funds. So that experiment - we have taken it to an 
extreme, and we have fooled this country, we have lost 40 years, in my view, of 
time when we could have done so much! It is a failed experiment (nt#R5). 

This was a particularly sweeping and relentless indictment of the entire career of 

India's developmental state; other critiques, as will be seen below, were more 
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conditioned. However, a common theme, articulated by most of the retired civil servants 

I interviewed, was that of a degeneration or decline in the quality of the civil services 

from their early days to the present. Sivaraman recalled that the caliber of early leaders 

inspired better performance from the bureaucracy: 

In our days elders in the service were great leaders - they wrote better, worked 
harder, spoke better, they were intimidating in every way. They hauled you over 
the coals! Just getting a date wrong on a letter would get you twenty minutes of 
dressing down! I used to think this was totally disproportionate, but I think now 
that to be a leader you cannot afford to miss the minutest detail which has a 
bearing on relationships (nt#Rl). 

According to Kumar, the problem of decline in the quality of service was due to 

recent trends of shortening the tenure of administrative postings: 

In the old days at least the Ministers, although their terms were really five years, 
they were not in such a hurry to do things which were not really in the interests of 
the people. Number two, the civil servants, until about five, ten years ago, knew 
that they had at least three to four years in the job. Which is not so today. In fact 
if you check today, you will find that the average posting of a civil servant may be 
not more than a year - sometimes a few months! ... So, unfortunately over the 
years, now bureaucrats also look for some quick recognition for the work they are 
doing, with publicity. They feel that their career will be advanced if they do these 
things which are visible, reported in newpapers, if their name comes out in the 
press. 

This is how the state is being run! It is political! And the Chief Secretary and 
others are collaborating with all this. But this has been going on for the last few 
years. When somebody knows he is going to remain in a post for two to three 
years, he then gets down to work to really do a good job of whatever assignment 
has been given to him, have a good look at the department, or the corporation, or 
whatever, see what needs to be done, and apply himself to getting some good 
results. 

The morale of the civil servants has changed completely in the past five to ten 
years, because of politics, particularly in Tamil Nadu, of one Chief Minister 
trying to get at the previous Chief Minister, and on and on. But also, a number of 
good civil servants have opted out in many ways. Opted out, in the sense that 
they are either not performing, or taking it easy, or have got themselves 
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transferred elsewhere, or have gone to the center, to Delhi, or are in some quiet 
jobs because they don't want to get into this whole murky game. The result is, 
now, that quite a few civil servants are of very low caliber. When this happens, 
you have a problem of performance, of integrity, you have a problem of not 
standing up ... (nt#R5). 

Many retired bureaucrats attributed the decline of the civil services, as Kumar did, 

to politicians. Rajagopalan claimed that: 

the changed culture of politics has changed the culture of the bureaucracy. My 
behaviour is influenced by that of my boss. If I am not sure what he expects of 
me, I will tend to play safe. 

There are a few people who have principles and norms, then there are the people 
on the bottom who are completely unscrupulous. In the middle, they are neither 
here nor there, they try to keep on the good side of politicians. There is no 
cohesion - all these sectarian loyalties! Now the communal spirit has come to the 
fore. The IAS association hardly meets any more (nt# R4). 

Another retired bureaucrat, Sebastian, perceived the problem as a dilution of the 

ideals of neutral and disinterested service by political interference. 

The IAS is the successor to ICS [the Indian Civil Service, instituted during 
colonial times], which was set up to draw on the best talent available in the 
country by giving the best terms of service and the best protection. It is the only 
service in the world that is covenanted - constitutionally constituted - and 
protected. ... The founding fathers realized there were too many problems that 
the country faced and that it needed a very high quality of governance, drawing 
on the best talent in the country. Normally when constructing policies you leave 
it to elected political representatives. The founding fathers decided this was too 
risky - that India would go through "convulsions"! It needed a strong protected 
civil service. The second philosophy was to centralize recruitment and training in 
order to ensure caliber. .. .The third philosophy; when recruited, they must have a 
pan-Indian character. For example, the Tamil Nadu cadre must not be all 
Tamilian. 

The rationale of the IAS as a generalized service is to produce a cadre that would 
learn about the system, its difficulties and anguish, through serving people. Then 
you would carry this learning with you and dovetail it into specific programs, 
departments or committees. You are supposed to use your intelligence and 
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contacts and to take them with you wherever you are posted. This was the basic 
concept of the civil service: they were supposed to be, one, brilliant, two, pro-
people, and three, assimilable. They were supposed to render impartial, good 
governance. 

This worked until Indira Gandhi. Then the culture of sycophancy overtook, 
producing a dog-eat-dog atmosphere. The character of the service collapsed. 
Another thing: the IAS was being badly diluted - all this idealism was only for 
direct recruits. In every hundred IAS officer, there are 40 promotees. Out of the 
remaining 60 direct recruits, twenty percent are Scheduled Caste, thirty percent 
are Other Backward Classes. Only 30 people then get there on merit, out of a 
hundred! For the forty promotees, ideology does not apply - they have come up 
from clerks, they are local chaps, but in the state they hold key positions - they 
tend to be manipulated by the whims and fancies of the ruling government. So 
straight away the service is diluted, by the promotee concept, and the reservation 
concept. So there is a lot of gap between ideology and practice. 

One reason for the kleptocracy that we now have is, when the good fellows saw 
all these other fellows up to all kinds of deals and fixing things, then even they 
started to say, why not?! 

Hence, because of all this, politicians have been able to rule. Now the permanent 
civil service exists in name only - it is a charade! In the U.K. system, the 
permanent civil servant is the real force behind the policies. The files will not 
even be seen by the politicians - he only does what the permanent civil servant 
tells him to. In the U.S. it is the spoils system - everybody is elected -
magistrates, judges, district attorneys, police chiefs. Ours is a mixture of both -
the worst of both!! A permanent bureaucracy functioning on a spoils system! 
They enjoy all the perks of permanent service, engaging in all the lackeyism of 
the spoils system. 

This trend of 'politicization' of the bureaucracy was remarked on repeatedly by 

commentators in interviews as well as in numerous meetings on governance. Vithal 

(1997) explains this trend as a recent development, following on the end of the Congress 

Party's one-party rule at the Center in 1989. According to Vithal, the emergence of 

competitive multi-party politics with its contending manifestos and party programs, 

allowed civil servants, particularly at higher levels, to "play politics" - usually motivated 
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by considerations of personal aggrandizement and career advancement. "If politicization 

at lower levels [of the bureaucracy] is related to unionization, at higher levels it is the 

relationship between the [individual] civil servant and the politician (usually a minister) 

which is important" (1997:206). The character of electoral politics in India has become 

increasingly factional and splintered; coalitions and defections have become 

commonplace. Postings of civil servants, in this situation, constitute a powerful 

instrument by which political executives manipulate the performance of certain ministries 

or departments. Thus, as Vithal argues, the changing character of the political field has 

created conditions under which civil services are used in "political" ways, often with their 

own collusion. 

Similarly, Vithal shows that while the political executive in a democracy has 

legitimate authority to employ the bureaucratic apparatus to take executive action in 

accordance with his/her political commitments, the notion of "political interference" 

applies specifically to illegitimate channels of political pressure on the bureaucracy. 

These pressures, he claims, undermines the morale of the bureaucracy and leads to 

'politicization' and corruption. 

For Bhaskaran, a retired bureaucrat in my study who had served on economic 

policy-making bodies in the State of Tamil Nadu, the culture of bureaucracy was closely 

tied to the unique local culture of politics: 

The Tamilnadu bureaucratic culture is feudalistic. This was suppressed a bit in 
the 1960s when Periyar and Bhaktavatsalam''^ were Chief Ministers, but since 

^ E.V.Ramasamy Periyar, rationalist and iconoclast, was the founder of the Self Respect movement that 
challenged Brahmin domination in Tamil Nadu in the 1920s and 30s. He also founded, in 1944, the anti-
Brahmin Dravida Kazhagam achandran (DK) party, a progenitor to today's Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam 
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then it has revived: a combination of film culture, the cut-outs, posters — a larger 
than life image of the leader is built up, this notion of a supreme leader! This 
culture of touching the feet of the leader, of worshipping the leader, is peculiar to 
Tamilnadu, not even in Kerala or Kamataka do you find this! In the North, you 
touch the feet of respected elders, that is part of their culture, but here I will touch 
your feet only as long as you are in power, otherwise I will not! 

It is a culture where everything flows from the top. It is so ridiculous that even the 
checks for old age pension sent by the government have the Chief Minister's 
name on them, as if he or she is personally giving them the money! It is a culture 
of the individual being projected. Our society is dominated by government, 
government by the party, and the party by the leader, so now the leader stands for 
the nation itself! This cult of the supreme leader, of everything being 
concentrated in the leader, became worst with MGR!^^ Everything was left to 
him to decide, all the Ministers felt they were nothing before him! Institutions 
became irrelevant. When the leader is charismatic, institutions seem to become 
weak, this is the perversity here. (nt#R7.2) 

Bhaskaran was actively engaged with citizenship and civil society initiatives in 

the city. These concepts, in his usage, clearly derived from an administrative hangover in 

which democracy was still conceived as a strategy for containing social conflict. To him, 

civil society was the set of intermediary voluntary associations that maintained autonomy 

from the state; it included (elected) local bodies provided they were constituted on a non

party basis, and it even included parties until they captured political power: 

There is no place for party in local bodies. Because local bodies do not make any 
laws, there is no ideology involved, they only execute civil services. A party is 
actually a voluntary organization, which captures political power. But the way it 
is used and the way they play their game, most of the citizens get alienated from 
it. So its roles should be restricted. The way the parties dominate everything, or 
the state dominates, say, trade unions, universities - everywhere appointments, 
everything done on party consideration! Then, civil society almost disappears. 

(DMK) party. M.Bhaktavatsalam was Chief Minister of Tamil Nadu, heading the Congress Party, from 
1963 to 1967. 

M.G.Ramachandran was a filmstar, populist icon and the Chief Minister of Tamil Nadu, heading the 
DMK party, from 1977 until his death in 1987. "Eulogized by his followers as the patron saint of the poor 
in Tamilnadu, and lampooned by his opponents as a sadistic political clown, MGR thrived in Tamil politics 
like nobody else had done before" (Pandian: 1992:11). He is regarded as having profoundly altered the 
character of Tamil politics. 
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Civil society is not in opposition to the state always, not necessarily. But it has an 
independent role, which should not be controlled by the state, (nt# R7.2) 

This notion of civil society as a counter to 'politicization' is rooted in India's 

postcolonial administrative culture, which, as Washbrook (1997) argues, upheld a 

principle of being "above politics." Thus, in independent India, according to Washbrook, 

"the executive elites sought to deflect demands for democracy into recipes for 

representation and to preserve the supposed autonomy and integrity of 'the state' from 

the insistent importunings of mass politics" (1997:39). 

For some ex-civil servants in my sample, however, the fundamental problem of 

governance was not of institutional autonomy or strength, it was a much deeper-rooted 

problem of "culture." Sivaraman, who had clearly given a lot of thought to the issue, and 

who had written many articles on bureaucracy and governance, saw Nehru's mistake not 

as state socialism, but his retention of a westernized culture of state; 

[It is all in the] mindset: if you are called a registrar, you will behave like the 
British registrar - you will delay files, block people from going on deputation, 
curb initiative, get jealous, self-aggrandize, start clicques and coteries, get in the 
way of empathy, initiative and talent. This is why Rabindranath Tagore, when he 
started the Shanti Niketan institute in Bengal, changed every single designation -
there were no Vice-Chancellors, Deans, Registrars - everybody was an Adyaksha 
[teacher]. If you are called an MD, you immediately fall into a certain mode and 
role. One of Nehru's biggest blunders was that he kept the old British 
designations and systems going. We are still paying for some of these blunders. 
You cannot imagine how powerful he was! He frittered away all that! He should 
have brought a sea change in the administrative services - he should have done a 
Rabindranath Tagore! But he retained all the same terms, so they continued doing 
what SPs [Superintendents of Police], DIGs [Deputy Inspector General], 
Secretaries had done for 200 years and people never experienced a sense of 
change!! 

Nehru's biggest blunder was: he should have brought in elected heads of districts, 
should have made Fridays holidays. He should have given diktats about clothes 
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(brought in dhotis), language (Hindi) - there should have been a movement of 
"Indianness," like there was around Negritude. There is a total unabashed lack of 
Indianness in every Indian. And he flaunts it as a matter of pride - breakfast with 
fork and spoon, Gucci shoes! (nt#R1.2) 

For Sivaraman, then, reforms that addressed institutional re-engineering were 

simply elitist and shallow: 

All this reform talk is being promoted by elitist urban-oriented people - they give 
a misleading picture, they purvey unconscious biases. India has not benefited 
from their role. In fact, all our problems are because of the alienation between the 
structure and the system pre-dating independence trying to fit itself into the 
aspirations of the present day. We have arrived at plenty of laws and rules, but no 
enforcement. A plethora of schemes under various acronyms, but no 
implementation. High-sounding institutions but no accountability. Systems and 
procedures galore but no transparency. A sufeit of announcements taking the 
place of achievement. 

With the existing structure and system, the reform effort will not succeed. There 
is no point in looking for a change in mindset without a change in culture - which 
should be one of total, unconditional, unqualified identification with people -
merely superimposing or tinkering will not do. Because the given structure 
induces a given culture. The present structure does not induce a service culture! 

The upper crust and all their chumings have created the illusion that a big change 
is going on but change has not percolated to where it ought to! Liberate the 
farms, the farmer - give him a sense of self-esteem. He has upheld the state - all 
that you are talking about as the state could not have had a stronger foundation 
than the rural peasant. And when all else fails, he will buttress it! The urban elite 
are the least dependable of the state's props! They live for themselves and for the 
day! Their first principle is self-nurturing! Their lingo, identity vis-a-vis India 
and the state is amorphous and nebulous - to whom do they belong? What is the 
language? Nothing pins them down to any obligation! They are economic entities 
rather than human beings with any cultural underpinnings. At most they are 
political, not social beings with social commitments. And their thought is 
exogenous - they look outside for inspiration, not inside! Chanakya is a thousand 
times superior to Machiavelli, Bismarck, Mettemick, but the Indian intellectual -
including myself — does not quote Thiruvalluvar, Kalidasa, Gouranga, our own 
rich corpus. Their inspiration is all outside, their children go abroad! And finally, 
they have no vision as to what they want India to become! 
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You will have to soil your hands, be unwashed, to create a new India - confront 
vested interests, corruption, infanticide, superstition, and stand shoulder-to-
shoulder with the only man innocent of all this: the man behind the plow! 

India has never been a democracy in terms of being responsive, in terms of people 
getting responses to letters, meeting the revenue Minister, or influencing MLAs. 
Therefore all these English educated people talking among themselves and 
bandying jargon around, these are not reforms. 

I see the same dirty dozen in every seminar - on fiscal reforms, or whatever. The 
removal of quantitative restrictions is going to affect the farmer in Koilpatti [a 
small village]. A total change in mindset is needed. People should become of the 
earth, earthy. And can be made earthy only by civil society representation. The 
smell of the earth should be brought to them - if a thousand of the unwashed 
enter, that can carry conviction! In due course, the thought of a hundred of them 
showing up itself is a good deterrent. Conditioned reflex should take over. 
(nt#R1.2) 

This perspective offers a profoundly different concept of civil society and 

democratization than that outlined by the reformist visions of governance. The discourse 

of a radical cultural nationalism as a counter to elitist reforms of western provenance, 

coming from a once high-ranking civil servant, is not entirely surprising. As pointed out 

in chapter 1, the making of the contemporary Indian subject often reveals itself as a 

dialectic between a textualized and romanticized tradition of cultural 'Indianness' and the 

image of the scientific modem citizen-subject. According to Tharu (1999) and others, 

this dialectic was what allowed the subjects of cultural nationalist reform movements 

under colonial rule to assume, without too much difficulty, the citizenship of the secular 

socialist democratic republic that Nehru established. Yet neoliberalism, as Vanaik (2001) 

and Tharu (1999) point out, generates its own specific dialectic that allows it to 

incorporate, indeed to encourage, aggressive cultural self-assertions, often of a chauvinist 

bent. Vanaik and Tharu both analyze the mutual engagement between India's economic 
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reforms and the rise of Hindutva (the politics of "Hinduness") under the right-wing 

regime of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) which headed the ruling coalition at the 

Center from 1998 to 2004. Vanaik points out that among the greatest assets of the BJP's 

parent organization, the RSS (Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh or National Volunteer 

Corps), was that "in a context of deepening crisis and uncertainty, it was the one force 

prepared to pursue a politics of sustained mass mobilization" (2001:54). Hindutva, 

according to him, progresses through the saturation of civil society institutions, like 

schools and universities, with its ideological content. This analysis also brings to mind 

Jenkins's (2001) critical reminder that civil society does not always, in actual politics, 

consist of the benign, orderly, pro-democracy groups that proponents of its role in "good 

governance" imagine it does. 

In Sivaraman's moral/ethical framework of reforms, then, prescriptions for 

privatization provided no answers to the crises of the state; 

This is a cultural problem, not institutional or sectoral! Do you change the 
character if you go from BHEL [Bharat Heavy Electicals Ltd., a public sector 
undertaking]to Tata [a private firm]? To a certain extent, organizational culture 
may supervene behavioral aspects. But I have not formed a very good impression 
of the reliability of service and support from local firms, from my own 
experience. I am alarmed by the private sector's inability to cope. Not only this, 
but its baser nature is surfacing in a variety of ways. The securities scam was 
only a dramatic example... Things are mucked up at the basic levels of policy and 
ethics! 

He was approving of the slow and cautious approach to privatization adopted by Indian 

policymakers. But he believed, as did Kumar, that real transformation lay in 

democratization and grassroots political mobilization. 

The thrust has to come from people - people have to be roused! Being those who 
put politicians in power, they cannot be ignored. When people are involved, there 
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is a built-in monitoring mechanism and things get done in a way that achieves 
results. A self-correcting process comes into play! The most worthwhile efforts 
ever made to mobilize people is the Panchayati Raj experiment.^^ Regardless of 
the skepticism of the elites and the criticism from the administration itself, that the 
local bodies are full of thugs, this is a silent revolution! People are coming into 
their own. In Gram Sabhas [village assemblies, the base of the new local 
councils], people ask questions, they are not taking things lying down. And the 
rulers being proximate, tabs are kept on everyone, so this tends to lower 
corruption. Also the increase in women leaders means less rowdyism, bribery, 
and so on. There is a certain softness toward the needs of others. Women are 
brought up to respond to grievances from day one. 

Privatization is being pushed because the state is corrupt. This can only be 
reduced by mass participation and mass access. The latter comes about by the 
state getting fully wired. The infotech advances have opened up unimaginable 
possibilities for mass access, for example in railway reservations. Look at what 
Chandrababu Naidu^^ has done. If everything is accessible to the citizenry, this is 
a sure remedy that will cure corruption. Mass access will reduce scope for 
discretion. Many govemment officials are indeed moving toward more 
helpfulness and responsiveness. 

Reforms cannot be imposed, they have to rise from the bottom to the top. It is 
like a pincer- while the govemment should provide the institutional, procedural 
and legal back-up, the main participation should be from civil society, it should 
based on what they need. The example of the Right to Information movement^'' is 
a good one. So every reform push has to viewed as a pincer of which the most 
important component is the role of civil society. (nt#R1.3) 

Bhaskaran, in contrast to Srinivasan, interpreted "reforms" as primarily economic 

initiatives, externally driven, channeled through the "govemment" - by which he meant 

the political regime - and inherently contrary to the interests of state bureaucrats. 

"Rule by Panchayats" — the establishment of local elected councils or panchayats in all villages, towns 
and cities across the nation, in accordance with the and 74'*' Constitutional Amendments passed in 
1993. 
® The Chief Minister of the neighboring state of Andhra Pradesh until May 2004. He is credited with 
having brought to the State an IT revolution in governance. 
™ The Right to Information legislations passed by several States in the 1990s were, in large part, responses 
to high-profile public protests and movements led by, among other groups, the MKSS (Mazdoor Kisan 
Shakti Sangathan), an organized movement of agricultural laborers and peasants in Rajasthan. 
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The thrust of economic reforms came after 1991. In 1989 [when he was active in 
economic policy-making in the State], the thrust was still on provision of basic 
services. We recommended a focus on primary education, primary health, 
drinking water and sanitation, roads, the public distribution system... Reform, as 
I see it, was totally foreign-imposed, not a felt need! 

Interviewer: But was there any corresponding movement from within the 
bureaucracy? 

Bhaskaran: No, if anything, it would come from government. When government 
is for reform, bureaucrats may stand in the way; when government is NOT for 
reform, very few people are going to suggest it. Bureaucrats are always happy 
with a command economy. All this about decontrolling etc. came in only after 
Manmohan Singh, L.K. Jha^', and those people started talking about it at the 
center. 

Interviewer: As you remember, how were these developments received here at the 
State government? 

Bhaskaran: The government was reluctant! Karunanidhi [the then Chief Minister] 
was saying that the East India Company would come back! Until 1996, this was 
the feeling here. There was a lot of rhetoric from the left. The responses are still 
very reluctant. ... Most of the publicity is coming from the left, saying reform is 
bad. There is no real discussion of the issue in any public forum, there is no 
education of the public on the issues. 

Interviewer: Local Chambers of Commerce have held some recent workshops and 
discussions on infrastructure privatization, and there have been fairly regular 
discussions of reform in "The Hindu" [an English-language daily in Chennai]. 

Bhaskaran: Yes, but not in the regional language. The regional language 
publications are full of leftist stuff against reform. "The Hindu" readers never 
vote! The government is sensitive to those who vote, it is their opinion that 
matters. (nt#R1.3) 

Bhaskaran, like Sivaraman, did not believe that any reforms in governance - even 

measures like the Citizen's Charter, which he approved of - could take effect without 

Manmohan Singh was the Finance Minister of the Indian government in 1991 when India applied for its 
first large Structural Adjustment loan that launched the economic reforms. L.K.Jha was a prominent 
economist, and governor of the Reserve Bank of India in the 1970s. 
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widespread public awareness and debate, both within government and outside it. In his 

view, privatization was unavoidable, given that 95 percent of government revenues were 

spent on salaries and pensions and that there was no political will to charge for services. 

There was, according to him, no other way of meeting the growing demand for services. 

But the government does not take people into confidence. There are a lot of 
things the government does not want to say. They should be bringing out white 
papers on all of these things, that really discuss the issues and give information.... 
Reform should be an agenda of society, not of government alone! Good 
government does not seem to be a priority here! A concerted groundswell to 
attack the deficiencies in government does not occur! (nt#R7) 

Despite his earlier claim that bureaucrats in general opposed economic reforms, 

he admitted that some might welcome them, due to their frustration and disillusionment 

with government service; 

Any bureaucratic enthusiasm about the reforms is because they find the status quo 
intolerable! Nobody is allowed to do an honest job!... Generally anybody who 
has been in charge of economic decisions has found it very difficult. That is, you 
are not allowed to make a proper, correct, judgement or decision. So they may 
feel, instead of being subject to this kind of thing, let the whole thing go! That 
may be their attitude: "I am not allowed to decide the tender on its merits, I am 
not even allowed to give the tender forms to all the people! In everything there is 
interference, I am not allowed to recruit people whom I want." That kind of thing 
may make people feel: why should I bother? 

He also acknowledged that there were some bureaucrats who embraced reforms 

for more positive reasons: 

The bureaucracy is not a homogenous lot! There are many younger people who 
are computer-literate, who think in a new way. There are pro- and anti-reform 
bureaucrats, it depends on a lot of things! Like the background of the officer. 
Some say the reforms are anti-dalit, pro-elite. So it depends which social milieu 
the bureaucrat is from. 
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Many Collectors have introduced reforms on their own steam. Many of these 
younger people would feel that this is how they have been functioning all along, 
they would say "we have done all this!" (nt#R7) 

Sebastian, another retired bureaucrat who had headed various public sector boards 

and commissions during his government career, acted as consultant to industry for many 

years, and was now active in civic thinktanks and civil society organizations, was cynical 

about the discourse of bureaucratic or sectoral reform. 

What is this reform?!! All that has been talked about in the last few years is a 
FRAUD! If a particular system is malfunctioning, it should be corrected. The 
purpose of these reforms is for American companies to take over! Reform should 
take place in the minds of people, otherwise they cannot happen — in power and 
water! You cannot reform water! Ninety percent of people involved in power 
sector reforms don't know what electricity is, and those who do are not involved 
in the reforms! Engineers and experts, 95 percent of them are not involved in the 
process! 

The bureaucrats you claim are favoring reform are talking in favor of the World 
Bank. Or, without applying their mind, are simply spouting something! 

In his view, reforms were a frothy performance of the top cadres of the civil service. 

If you think bureaucrats have accepted reform, forget it! They have not! If at all 
some have, it is as a fashion, something to tout, to cover up their failings. They 
will continue to enjoy their positions and benefits. But 95 percent, the majority, 
have not accepted reforms.... 

The bureaucracy, anyway, is not only the IAS. Only the upper strata can do 
reforms. The civil service has two layers - central and state. In the state cadres 
the concept of reform is still alien. 

Reform has not percolated to the states. Which is a good thing. The trial and 
error is being done at the central level. The regulatory concept is being touted as 
a great solution - what is so new about it? In Orissa, Rs.300 crore was spent just 
on consultancies in the last three to four years. KPMG, Arthur Anderson, Price 
Waterhouse are making stacks of money on this. The consultancy fraud gets 
more than Rs.20 crores, but does not spend more than two crores! 
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Jairaj, another ex-bureaucrat, echoed this skepticism about the real reach and 

purchase of the reforms; 

Reforms -1 am afraid of using these words! Reforms for whom, by whom, for 
what? They have really not been thought of clearly for urban areas. The most that 
is being talked of in urban areas is privatization, intended to break the monopoly 
of the state in certain services and sectors to increase efficiency. But neither is the 
government happy with this, nor is the private sector ready to take it on and get 
into competitive mode. Because in India business itself is protected and 
inefficient! So people don't see how efficiency can be enhanced by the private 
sector. The common man has no idea what these reforms are meant to achieve. 
The reforms are driven because of somebody else, (nt# R2) 

Bureaucratic reforms are almost as old as bureaucracy itself, certainly in India, 

where the series of reformist colonial Acts and reports regulating the conduct of 

government date from before the takeover by the Crown in 1857. The most famous and 

far-reaching of these, the Northcote Trevelyan Report of 1854 is regarded by historians as 

a "key point in the establishment of modem mentalities of administrative rule" and in the 

formation of the ethical subjectivity of the ruler (Osborne 1994; 293-4). Osborne argues, 

following Foucault, that efforts are discemable throughout history to codify the means 

and mentalities through which sources of authority construct themselves as authoritative 

subjects, fashioning "forms of ruling subjectivity" or "a ruling habitus" (ibid; 290). 

These "ethical practices," he shows, do not merely serve the interests of rulers by 

justifying them, they are in part productive of interests. Liberalism, as it took shape in 

the colonial arenas of state-formation, entailed a kind of permanent critique of 

governmental reason itself, a suspicion that in the act of governing, one runs the risk of 

governing too much. India, which was, according to Osborne, "the laboratory of liberal 

aspirations" and the context in which the term "civil servant" itself originated, has 
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continued to engage the problematique of ethical administrative subjectivity through its 

independent career as a republic - the ongoing moves to reform bureaucracy suggest an 

ongoing indictment of bureaucratic national government itself, a discourse which has 

smoothly taken the neoliberal turn by translating this fundamental critique into the latter's 

economistic vocabularies. 

Rajagopalan, a retired civil servant in my study, however, analyzed the current 

reforms as representing a substantive break from the pattern of administrative reforms 

that had been initiated at various points in the country's history: 

There is a long history of reform in India, but generally speaking these were 
administrative reforms, they did not really consider a change in the scope of 
government. They tinkered with procedures, changed forms and internally 
streamlined administration. Only after Margaret Thatcher was the notion of really 
redesigning govemment seriously entertained. This was a real break in 
perspective. In the earlier tinkering efforts, every three to five years the state 
would constitute administrative reforms committees, delete columns in 
certificates and forms, change authorities. These kinds of changes carried no 
risks, they were largely cosmetic and brought about no real change in the 
efficiency of services. No administrative reforms committee has looked into why 
the recommendations of the previous ones failed. Obviously there were cultural 
or other factors affecting the implementation of these recommendations. 

In the present era, administrative reforms and privatization are proceeding 
simultaneously. It was the privatization drive that spread the idea that the 
govemment should not do everything, and what it does, it should do well. This 
trend has led to serious thought on reforms, not just in procedural terms, but about 
the large system. .. .Once we decided the govemment was not going to do 
everything, then it became clear that unless the interaction between the private 
and public sectors was simplified, nothing would work. 

Also, in the commercial sector, consumer protection became important, and that 
philosophy or thrust got extended to the public sector, so then things like citizen's 
charters came up. Once the consumer came into the picture, then reforms could 
no longer be cosmetic. Real stmctures of accountability had to be set up. 
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Despite this more radical cast to the conception of recent reforms, Rajagopalan 

still concluded that their implementation remained shallow and ritualized; 

At the intellectual level, all will buy into the idea of reform because it is not 
fashionable to say no. In the past, because of certain dynamic or visionary 
individuals, even bad systems worked well. And today there will be individuals 
who will take advantage of the new system. But overall, the public image of 
government has not changed. In fact the government is seen as more corrupt. 
The reforms have made some difference in small pockets, that too in cases where 
they were backed by big political figures. But in Andhra Pradesh, when 
ChandraBabu Naidu goes, the reforms are not going to continue. Many schemes 
have already died out. 

... There has not been a massive cultural change in government as a whole, but 
there have been pockets of change. For example the railway reservation counters, 
these used to be dens of corruption, now they are transparent and efficient. So 
where systems have been able to bypass individuals, we have seen some real 
reforms. 

.. .Apart from IT, nothing serious has really been tried. Ideas remain in force only 
on paper, but are not working anywhere. The Right to Information is supposed to 
exist, but you go in to any government office and ask for information - people 
don't even look at you. (nt# R4) 

Clearly, even veterans of government policy, whose leadership straddled state and 

civil society formations, had conflicting notions of what the "reforms" really were, how 

effective they were, and what their implications for social transformation were. Scholars 

have argued that the senior echelons of the Indian civil service demonstrated an unusual 

receptivity to the economic Uberalization programs of the 1990s. Vanaik contends, in 

fact, that the New Economic Policy (NEP) "originated in the apex of the state 

bureaucracy, not the industrial or agrarian bourgeouisies (2001:46). He explains this as a 

concomitant of global convergences and overlaps in professional and epistemic worlds in 

the neoliberal era: 
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In the eighties, the upper echelons of functionaries in the Ministries of Finance, 
Commerce and Industry were increasingly drawn into the mental orbit of their 
counterparts in the West. Closer contacts between top Indian bureaucrats and the 
opposite numbers in the IMF and World Bank, with many a secondment to 
Washington, created a predisposition toward purer free-market doctrine that was 
greatly reinforced by the collapse of the Soviet Union. Prominent NRI [Non-
Resident Indian] economists working in British and American universities added 
their weight to the growing consensus. Though Delhi has paid lip service to the 
welfarist views of Amartya Sen, the first Indian-origin Nobel Prize winner in 
Economics, the content and spirit of the reforms have been much more in tune 
with the views of another NRI economist and Nobel aspirant, Columbia 
University's Jagdish Bhagwati, a lifelong critic of Sen (2001:46-47). 

Vithal traces the historical character and culture of Indian bureaucracy, deriving 

from its colonial rootings, to account for its engagement with economic reforms: among 

the key formative elements of this cadre was a structurally produced elitism that 

separated it from the base of lower officialdom through special routes of training and 

recruitment as well as through the aura of disinterested service and neutrality. Thus, the 

receptivity of these bureaucratic elites to economic liberalization programs, Vithal 

argues, arises partly from their subscription to dominant intellectual trends associated 

with their position, but also derives from structural factors such as the development of a 

small cadre of elite, urban-oriented professional IAS (Indian Administrative Service) 

civil servants serving central government functions, who began to specialize in finance as 

part of the recent concept of "career development" within the civil services: 

The interface with and transition to jobs in international financial bodies (such as 
the IMF and World Bank) takes place from this point onwards. As in all interface 
phenomena, a certain intellectual seepage occurs at this level (1997: 204). 

In addition, he argues, these senior bureaucrats recognized that liberalization spelled 

better career prospects for their children than those offered by the civil service. 
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Yet, the bureaucrats in my study, who had been serving in senior government 

posts as the reforms began rolling in, seemed to have found the limits and sticking points 

of the reform agenda even while most of them supported its core program of rolling back 

state provisioning roles. Perhaps their post-civil service involvements in civil society 

initiatives had given them a stronger awareness of the importance of public participation. 

Several of the ex-bureaucrats in my sample were prominent advocates of the gathering 

move to devolve state power to, and revitalize the role of, elected civic bodies all over the 

country, as legislatively mandated under the 74"^ Constitutional Amendment. Kumar, 

who had headed urban governance bureaucracies during his career, had strong views on 

this: 

The municipality must have full responsibility for some of these 
services, namely garbage, water supply, sanitation, and so on. The 
moment you take it out of the municipality and try to run it, or you set 
up a government entity to run it, you're in for trouble. In Tamil Nadu, 
they should have had a good look at this a long time ago. Many people 
have voiced this view that it is high time that some of these functions 
go back [to the Corporation]. For example, the basic responsibility of 
looking after slums, which should be with the municipal body, was long 
ago transferred to the Slum Clearance Board! So you have a situation 
in which you have different entities: one is an elected body, with an 
elected mayor. Two or three of them are statutory bodies, they come 
under different Ministers, different bureaucrats. So you have a 
MAJOR problem of coordination. Even at the best of times, even 
simple coordination between two or three departments is a huge 
challenge! And when it comes to these types of complex issues, of 
coordination between three or four agencies, it becomes practically 
impossible! 

So, one simple solution would be that water supply and sanitation 
reverts back to the corporation. ...The moment you take it away from 
the elected body and it is run by a separate entity, then you cannot 
hold elected representatives of the government accountable for the 
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performance of the most basic services! And so these people are 
accountable to nobody!! 

Interviewer: What about issues of freedom to get funds and handle budgets - are 
these not more burdensome in bureaucracies like the Corporation? 

Kumar: That has always been put forward as an excuse to take away the functions 
of elected bodies and to set up separate undertakings. And the other excuse is that 
we can get finances from institutions like World Bank and so on. Which is 
wrong! Number one, throughout the world, local municipal governments are 
responsible for water supply and sanitation, and garbage disposal. Number two, 
the 74"^ Amendment to the Constitution has made it very clear that these are the 
functions of the local body. And if you really look at what happens on the 
ground, there is no better way of giving improved water supply and sanitation 
services to the people than holding elected bodies responsible. Because these are 
day-to-day problems. And the councilors are right there in the wards. And the 
people can approach them and they are responsible. 

Interviewer: So you think that the so-called organizational imperatives of having 
a Board is just an excuse? 

Kumar: Absolutely! The Corporation can have as much freedom as the State 
government will give it! The Corporations of Ahmedabad and a couple of other 
places have now been able to get credit-rated and independently approach 
financial institutions, without approval of government, to raise funds (nt#R5) 

In Kumar's opinion, "politics will always be there," whether at the Center or the 

State level. Bureaucratic claims that water management was a complicated technical 

affair that should be free of political interference were, in his view, just another excuse: 

"Technical people don't want to work under elected people! But we have to make a 

switch". The Panchayati Raj legislations provoked such a switch: 

You see when you do all these things, whether in the rural or urban areas, you 
have greater transparency, greater openness, and then when there are projects that 
have been sanctioned, people will know exactly what has been sanctioned, how 
the contracts have been given, what is the program of work and they will keep on 
questioning. Instead you have a situation here where Metrowater will not part 
with any information! That is your own experience! That is also my experience! 
Even as an ex-bureaucrat I can't get any information from them! (nt#R5) 
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Yet, crucially, Kumar's vision of reform entailed the actual operation of the 

service being contracted to private companies: 

Because within a bureaucracy, there are certain things that cannot be done or 
delivered, whatever you might do. You can only do it when there is a particular 
type of organizational structure which we are now calling privatization. So if a 
municipality wants certain things done up to a particular standard, to be held 
accountable for performance, to deliver services to the people, have a system of 
remedy and redressal and so on, and they find that the only way of doing it is to 
give the whole thing on contract to a private person, that is the route to take! 

Interviewer; What is the problem with the state remaining an employer and yet 
introducing mechanisms for accountability, incentives and so on? 

Kumar: If for some reason privatization is not feasible or not desirable at a 
particular point or under particular circumstances, the government can behave 
exactly like a private sector employer. They can change the rules, they can give 
incentives, they can punish! The point is, that in a political set up, these things 
cannot be done! Because there will be a hue and cry, there will be pressure. 

OK, so to that extent the organization has to be semi-privatized or privatized or 
held accountable in some way. The government then decides that they will 
supply subsidized water, not free water, to the poor in the slum areas. They can 
have a separate program for that, for which they will buy water from the water 
authority and supply. So they can be a discrete authority. (nt#R5) 

Kumar emphasized the need for a good regulatory authority, while also 

acknowledging that "in Tamil Nadu, this whole thing of having regulatory authorities as 

far as infrastructure services, has not taken off at all! Look at the non-starter of the 

Electricity Regulator" (nt#R5). 

Meanwhile Sundaram, the retired Metrowater engineer, questioned the feasibility 

of returning the water utility to the Corporation, given their institutional and historical 

realities. 



387 

One problem is that the elected body will look only at day-to-day problems, while 
the Board looks ALSO at long-range planning. There are very rare politicians 
who will pay attention to long-range planning. 

In the first years when the Board was separated from the Corporation, they were 
like two divided brothers, always in competition about who was better. At that 
time, after about three years of the board forming, the issue was seriously raised 
about returning the water agency to the Corporation. The MD raised the question 
with us, and said that the way to prevent that would be for the Board to become 
bigger than the Corporation, in terms of assets and size. That is what has 
happened. The Board is much bigger at this point - in terms of assets, capacity, 
personnel and funding. Of course, it was the very fact that there was no elected 
corporation that made it possible to even consider the separation - if there had 
been an elected body in place at the time, the Board would not have been 
possible. 

Interviewer: But, could the Corporation not acquire the capacity to run it? 

Sundaram: Possibly. There are few corporations that can run an undertaking of 
this size, except the Bombay Corporation, which runs the water supply and 
sewerage directly through a deputy commissioner. But the Corporation there has 
a lot more power and a huge staff. The Metrowater Board, I think has outgrown 
the Corporation in size. (nt#C25) 

Kumar's view that the government should reduce its role to "sovereign" 

functions, handing over "the making of bread and the running of spinning wheels" 

(nt#R7) to the private sector, was shared by most of the retired bureaucrats I interviewed. 

At the most, some suggested, it could run some model institutions to offer competition to 

the private sector. 

Previously of course it was not feasible for the private sector to run large 
enterprises, but now it is high time they took over all these functions (nt# R6) 

Bhaskaran, who was active in facilitating a citizen's initiative in the city, 

contended that the provisioning role of the state turned citizens into consumers. 
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If the state is producing commodities, then you relate to it as a consumer. .. 
Normally, a person is a consumer in reference to a product, a citizen in reference 
to rights. ...The consumer is interested in his or her own interests, the citizen has 
much wider concerns. I have been encouraging people to become citizens rather 
than consumers. The areas which normally should be covered by the private 
sector, like bread or even transport - this, of course, differs from society to 
society - we have been accustomed to having the state do everything. ... 
Whether a state should provide all the services, depends on the role we assign to 
the state. There is no one way to provide all this. 

When the state is the only provider, there is no right to refuse. You have to take what is 
given. And, increasingly now, India functions as a patron-client set-up. In this situation, 
you have to ask, why can't civil society itself provide certain things, even basic services, 
like a school. They can be run by the local community. 

Thus, for Bhaskaran, forms of communitarianism offered potential solutions to the 

problems of state provision: 

So, in addition to the state as a provider, the society can be a provider. Most tribal 
societies or minorities already have this, like all the madrasas run by the Muslim 
community. Communities run schools, orphanages, goshalas [cow stables]. The 
persuasive powers of the community are often more powerful than the legal 
coercive powers of the state. In all villages, the caste panchayat [council] is more 
powerful than the elected panchayat. Very often they make all the important 
decisions, they even auction community assets for a notional sum. But the money 
goes into a community fund, outside the formal legal structure. They may then 
use it for a celebration, a temple structure, or such things. The legal structure may 
not allow certain kinds of expenditures, so it is circumvented in this way. So the 
power of the society, or of the informal sphere - caste panchayat or whatever - is 
often much more than that of the legal system. 

Of course, this depends on the social and economic level of the country too. In 
India, in 1947 for example, the state was probably the only agent that could 
provide certain things. But naturally after 40 years of Public Enterprises, and 
competence developed in the other sector, the state also finds it too much to 
manage, and slowly starts to withdraw. Then its role is to ensure that justice is 
done to the citizen as a consumer. 

Interviewer: Do you think the state has the competence and the will to function 
properly in a regulatory role? 

Bhaskaran: This again depends on the society's ethos. Here in our ethos, our 
loyalty is always to the family or the clan, not to the impersonal state. You are 
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expected to even break the law to help your family members. This is our culture. 
So, here the regulatory function is more difficult. In the UK, Germany, or 
Western Europe, the ethos is different, you obey the law. Here people will say: 
"You are in this position, and you can't even give a job to your younger brother?" 
Loyalty to the family or the clan is considered to be more important. This is an 
unwritten law! Whereas the law itself - that is considered more impersonal. ... 

Here people do not want the law to visit them. Everybody feels the law should 
apply to other people, not to them: "my case is different, unique!" And it is 
expected that you help your own! Why, even educated people say: "The Tamil 
film never gets a national award because there is nobody from Tamilnadu in the 
committee!" What is the presumption? If I am in the committee, I will sponsor 
my own, however bad it is! Merit or objectivity is the casualty in this. This 
loyalty can even work within a party, the same thing happens: "Namma katchi-
aal, saar!" He is our party man! We should not punish him. 

So it requires a lot of maturity, for the law-enforcing agency, the regulating 
agency to regulate. What happens normally is that whoever is powerful, whoever 
is well-linked, the law almost bends for them! (nt#R7.2) 

Sebastian, while critiquing the standardized model of the reforms, also saw that 

the era of strong statism was past in India: 

One has to understand certain basic things about India. You cannot look at it as if 
it was Rwanda and Burundi. For the World Bank there is just one format - this is 
formatted reform. Like when I was in the bureaucracy, if there was a visiting 
dignitary, we had a certain proforma, a protocol to follow - "just pull out format # 
3!" You cannot look at reform like this - those jokers have to learn from us! Why 
did these controls come? Some history is needed! Was there any economy at all? 
Where was the private sector at independence? Perforce the government had to 
take up economic enterprises. But the problem is, it did not know when to quit. 
Having taken on powers, it did not want to give them up! We were practicing 
socialism, OK, but we needed to move away from it at some point. ... Socialism 
is an economic policy - why should it be in the constitution? Of course it became 
state capitalism... (nt#R3) 

For Rajagopalan, the issue remained an empirical one, with contingent answers: 

The government has not succeeded, so purely as a practical proposition, perhaps it 
should concentrate on things that the private sector will not do... There is no hard 
and fast rule about what to nationalize and what to privatize. It is a pragmatic 
question, not an ideological one. Which decision will benefit people the most? 
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The basic problem with water is that it is going to become scarce, more so than 
oil, but it is being managed like a valueless surplus resource. The real question is; 
who will manage better. For example, paying for water. Whenever government 
manages, it is accustomed to giving things away free. In addition, when there is 
rationing, you will always have corruption. But maybe government has to ration 
despite corruption! Perhaps there should be social controls like the Pani 
Panchayats.^ Democratic decentralization has been hijacked by the local goondas 
[thugs], that is the problem. (nt#R 7.2) 

Sebastian's account of "the only attempt at real reform in Metrowater" was when 

during the drought in 1993, there was a serious attempt to involve the private sector. 

I was advising a major water company called X. There was a serious partnership 
initiative from the private sector, supported by the Confederation of Indian 
Industry. Madras would be a totally different city if that had gone through. But 
it was totally sabotaged by bureaucrats! Of the four decision makers, the two who 
supported it were moved out, only the negative two remained. These were 
terrible anti-reform fellows masquerading as reformers to curry favor with the 
government... So this excuse about political interference is all farce! I don't 
believe in that! The reform effort was sabotaged by a couple of officers. ... And 
now, they [Metrowater officials] have implemented nothing! They have spent 
Rs.800 to 1000 crore, with no results to show. Pipes have been changed, but still 
the city is only getting 200 mid. water. {It is unbelievable] how public money has 
been squandered by a couple of officers. There was no political interference -
that is just a red herring! (nt# R3.2) 

Thus, while these ex-bureaucrats were largely united in their strong condemnation 

of the character and role of both the administrative and the political state, and in their 

critiques of the reforms as they were being played out at that moment, they were all over 

the map in their visions of alternatives. Jairaj articulated the dilemmas and confusion that 

these visions were mired in when he said: 

This is a general term for water user's associations, which in practice take different forms and are 
constituted under a variety of institutional auspices in different States across the country. See, for example, 
Sainath 2002. 
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It should not be public versus private versus NGOs, but a complementary 
approach - public PLUS private. I don't know who will do it, because the 
government who should be the strongest partner is not doing it, and the private 
sector is the strongest opponent. So the paradigm of government as giver and 
people as takers still continues. There is a lot of lip sympathy, for example from 
the Planning Commission for this approach [of partnership], but in 
implementation it is another thing! Many bureaucrats do not see this as possible 
at all, although in public they say it is. (nt# R2). 

As critics of the state structure that they once manned, their analyses, in many 

respects, matched those underlying the dominant reforms, but as self-appointed 

vanguards of civil society movements, they were struggling to negotiate changing 

concepts and relations of public and private, democracy and civil society, local politics 

and accountability. 

Non-govemmental actors, people who had never worked inside the state structure 

but were actively engaged in discussions and actions relating to governance in the city, 

tended to be much more statist in their visions than people that had worked in 

govemment. Sairam, a professor working on urban water and governance issues in the 

city was critical of what he saw as the "minimum intervention strategy" that was evolving 

in state-run infrastructure services. While a mixed public-private provisioning pattern 

had historically existed in sectors like transportation, housing, education and health, he 

believed that the shifts in sectors like water and waste management represented a clear 

rupture, with pronounced implications. The state's divestiture of its traditional functions 

and its assumption of a regulatory role, in his view, simply represented an abdication of 

its governance responsibilities: 

The state then is not bothered who is really doing the job, whether it is people or 
corporations. It becomes simply a control mechanism. It simply makes contracts 



392 

and hands out money? Anybody can do that! I guess my problem is, politically 
and culturally speaking, that is not the role of the state; it does not have to be a 
local body in order to fulfil that role, of disbursing money! (nt# C26). 

Sairam's comments reflected a fundamental apprehension that many non-

state activists and scholars expressed as they analyzed the reforms. A body of opinion 

that was emerging among a small but vocal and increasingly organized section of local 

individuals and civic organizations saw the rolling back of the state's provisioning role as 

a trend that threatened the existence of the public sphere and of urban public space. 

These activists espoused a statism that sometimes sounded nostalgic and almost 

reactionary in its resistance to the developing trends, but its roots lay in a defence of the 

fundamental character of water (and basic infrastructure in general) as a public good - a 

normative association that no arguments about the unwieldiness, inefficiency and 

corruption of the public sector could loosen. 

The next section discusses water provision as a touchstone of governance and rule 

in Third World societies, and analyzes the World Bank's "governance" reforms as an 

effort to re-articulate this fundamentally political relationship into one of global 

management. 

INFRASTRUCTURE AND "GOOD GOVERNANCE" 

Infrastructure (as even the World Bank recognizes in its Infrastructure for 

Development report (WDR 1994)), has been a pillar of governance since the early history 

of modem states, and occupies a special function in the histories of late capitalist 

development in periphery nations. The provision of roads, water, electricity and 

communications has facilitated the establishment of postcolonial states as the bulwarks of 
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economic activity, social transformation and modernization in their respective national 

territories. State-run infrastructure utilities have functioned as massive sources of 

protected employment, of welfare and income-generation through public works schemes, 

of macroeconomic management (through, for instance, the control of transport prices as a 

means of holding down inflation), and of improved living conditions for the population. 

They have transformed the spaces, boundaries and units of the nation. Infrastructure 

projects, then, constitute the scaffolding of modem states, manufacturing sites in which 

monumental acts of governance can be performed. Mosse's book The Rule of Water 

(2001) provides a detailed historical account of the deeply embedded cultural and 

political relations that shaped tank irrigation as an aspect of statecraft in south India from 

pre-colonial times. He traces the changing ways in which irrigation shaped and was 

incorporated into political structures and cultural institutions: the irrigated landscape, in 

his work, is "a route to the memory of of the power of kings, warriors and earlier forms 

of state" (2001:3). 

Apparently, even private multinational firms in the water sector recognize the 

problems of treating water as a pure commodity. An employee of Vivendi, serving as a 

consultant to Metrowater in Chennai, remarked on what he had discovered over his many 

years of experience in different countries, as a specific "mentality" of water engineers 

around the world: 

In general, the impression I have received - and this is only my impression - is 
that water engineers tend to make decisions based on social rather than economic 
considerations. They tend to see themselves as providing an essential service 
rather than as business people - they tend to want to serve the disadvantaged. This 
is generally true of water engineers in most places I have seen ~ you are not 
going to find them wanting to supply a factory rather than a children's home. 
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You will rarely see them being pragmatic about a situation - "oh, there is no 
water, well too bad - they really treat it as an emergency situation. Right now, for 
instance, people in Metrowater are very very busy, they are just working flat out 
to cope with the drought! (nt#C40). 
He also described how efforts to reform water utilities had to contend with these 

social considerations: 

Many companies make the decision to keep their systems labor-intensive rather 
than capital intensive - for example in the Carribean, there are 12 people working 
on road works, laying pipe, etc., where we in the U.K. would have two people and 
a big yellow machine. But they specifically instructed us to find solutions that 
would not cut jobs and replace them with machines. And I respect that, I don't 
see why we have to get rid of jobs. Water utilities in general tend to be run by the 
people for the people! (nt# C40). 

Given this fundamental association between infrastructure provision and political 

authority, the World Bank and other agencies, in analyzing the role of states in the 

provision of services from a predominantly economic perspective, of public goods, 

natural monopolies, economies of scale and institutional capacity, perform a significant 

act of rearticulating the frameworks of governance, backed by their instruments of 

leverage. In centering these "rationalities," all of the abovementioned cultural and 

political aspects of governance through infrastructure provision are simply sidelined as 

"multiple objectives" or branded as "political motivations," interferences with the real 

tasks of providing infrastructure. Trade-offs (such as the goal of assuring employment 

against that of "improving" staff-to-population ratios) are acknowledged but readily 

resolved in the name of efficiency. 

Once the provision of infrastructure is staged as the business of independent 

utilities and separated from its larger meaning as a lynchpin of political relations, it lends 

itself to analysis along economic institutional lines, wherein autonomy from political 
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decisions can be shown to make complete sense. In the framework of neo-liberal 

common sense, there is nothing more dysfunctional than political interference in the 

running of a firm, which, in turn, is the only proper way to conceive of a utility. Now the 

state's commitment to assure employment, assist vulnerable groups or promote the uplift 

of lower castes, emerges as "institutional weakness." Yet these discourses that portray 

infrastructure as business carry a certain disingenuousness: if their agenda is to remove 

these functions of governance from the auspices of governments, or at least to make 

governments stop acting like governments while providing these services, the 

infrastructure of rule is being repositioned. 

It is not, then, surprising that the Bank and its partners have come to explicitly 

address questions of governance in their lending programs. The emergence of a global 

discourse of "good governance" illustrates how the institutional imperatives of powerful 

international bodies can shape the discursive terrain for national and local politics in 

terms of what issues come to be considered, how they are defined and what politics they 

delineate. The World Bank's preoccupation with governance originated in its concerns 

about the failure of economic reforms and the ineffectiveness of its assistance in reducing 

poverty, particularly in African countries. Santiso (2001) traces the earliest appearance 

of the term in the World Bank's 1989 report on sub-Saharan Africa, which identified a 

"crisis of governance" in the region. Since then, governance has become a central theme 

in the Bank's reform agenda across the world, and concomitantly, in the programs of 
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most other International Financial Institutions (IFIs) and bilateral donors. Observers 

comment that the new agenda has endowed these agencies with a new sense of purpose 

and relevance; "For the IFIs, the new mandate is a boost to their importance... (It) arrived 

at a moment when growing doubts regarding the purpose and effectiveness of the EFIs 

seemed to threaten their funding, and even their continued existence" (Kapur and Webb 

2000:18). 

It also represented a stretching of the World Bank's policy frontiers; a foray into 

questions about the capacity of political authorities to govern effectively in the common 

interest. In the Bank's own definition, governance concerns "the manner in which power 

is exercised in the management of a country's economic and social resources for 

development" (World Bank 1992:1). While this definition encompasses the political 

dimensions of governance, such as the form and legitimacy of the regime, the Bank's 

institutional mandate disallows it from explicitly addressing the political affairs of a 

borrowing country. Thus, "(l)imited by its restrictive mandate and institutional ethos, the 

Bank has adopted a restrictive approach, confining itself to the economic dimensions of 

good governance" (Santiso:2001:2). Governance, as conceived by the Bank, thus 

acquired a highly constrained set of meanings, centering around the capacity of 

governments to manage development and to design and implement effective policies. Its 

Evaluations of the quality of governance have come to be formally incorporated into prominent strategy 
documents and operational guidelines of the World Bank, such as its Country Assistance Strategies (CAS) 
and Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSP). Since 1996, the Bank has initiated over 600 governance-
related programs in 95 countries, and since 1999, it has conducted Institutional and Governance Reviews 
(IGRs) in a number of countries (Santiso 2001). The Bank has also launched major initiatives in 
Governance and Public Sector Reform in over 50 countries and has financed civil service reform programs 
and legal and judicial reforms all over the Third World. A major thrust of World Bank governance 
programs now is on fighting corruption. 
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rooting in a neo-liberal paradigm of development further sanitized it of any political 

meaning, tumig it into a set of technical prescriptions for sound development 

management (Guhan 1997). As Santiso notes, "Framing governance as a technical 

question has permitted the Bank to justify its involvement in governance issues while 

remaining within the boundaries of its mandate" (Santiso 2001:5). 

Meanwhile, the deployment of this concept of governance in the framework of aid 

conditionality, moving from understanding governance to prescribing "good 

governance," introduces a virtuous cycle in which good governance is both a goal and 

precondition of lending. As Guhan notes, the Bank's preceptorial practices "begin with 

propaganda, extend to persuasion and end up with leverage" (1997:8). Despite widely 

acknowledged difficulties in articulating an unambiguous operational definition of the 

concept, "governance" has become a progressively larger part of the conditionality 

packages of rpls.^"^ A combination of the technocratic imperatives of aid conditionality 

and the neoliberal imperatives of the Washington Consensus^^ have operationalized good 

governance in terms of "voice and accountability", which includes civil liberties and 

political stability; "government effectiveness, which includes the quality of policy 

making and public service delivery and "a lack of regulatory burden;" and "the rule of 

law, which includes protection of property rights" and control of corruption (Kaufmann 

2000: 137-8). Accompanying these operational precepts are a set of bromides -

transparency, accountability, efficiency and participation - that, as the ethnography 

Kapur and Webb (2000) show that governance-related conditionalities represent about 58 percent of the 
total conditionalities imposed on borrowing countries in Asia, and about 72 percent for Africa. 

This refers to the neoliberal orthodoxy guiding the policies of all Bretton Woods institutions from the 
1980s on. Its programs include opening trade, fiscal restraint, prudent macroeconomic management, 
deregulation, privatization and rolling back the state. 
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showed, serve as slogans of change but translate in uneven and unpredictable ways, 

depending on the context. 

The boundless scope of this concept of governance, its lack of definite meaning, 

and its framing in aid conditionality has rendered it into a powerful moral and 

universalizing discourse, a disciplinary force, impelling debtor nations into the 

performance of its normative principles. Debtor countries are subjected to a pervasive 

audit of their governance systems, in situations where the criteria and measurement of 

performance, let alone a clear understanding of the causal relationships involved in 

"governance" are not fully developed. Since about 1998, EFIs have tended to target aid 

toward countries that perform well on governance indicators. The International 

Development Association (IDA), an arm of the World Bank charged with the mandate of 

providing concessional loans to low-income countries, has introduced a performance-

based allocation system which channels aid toward countries that demonstrate a certain 

pattern of achievement rather than to those that demonstrate need. Given the question of 

"whether poor countries have the capacity to manage simultaneously a wide variety of 

reforms, some of which have dubious urgency" (Santiso 2001:12), this targeting partly 

accounts for the observed trend of World Bank aid going increasingly to middle-income 

countries that possess the capacity to borrow in capital markets, rather than to poor 

countries. This undermines the IDA's image of being a lender of last resort with the goal 

of facilitating poverty alleviation (Rangathan 2001). The targeting trends are a result of 

pressures from donor governments to exercise greater selectivity in funding, with regime 

features of debtor countries entering into the criteria (ibid). Thus political considerations 
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enter by the backdoor, constituting and revealing the fallacies of neo-liberal myths of 

political neutrality. 

Numerous scholars have analyzed the failure of aid conditionality in producing 

effective domestic environments for policy change (cf. Mosley et al.l991). As Santiso 

points out, "Conditionality cannot substitute or circumvent domestic ownership of and 

commitment to reform" (2001:8) In this context, and as we saw in the case of reforms in 

Metrowater, governance-related conditionalities ritualize the performance of transparency 

and accountability and empty them of content, meanwhile displacing or undermining 

internal political - and certainly slower and messier - struggles for accountability and 

transparency in these polities. 

The governance agenda signals a new moment in the neoliberal agenda, away 

from the 1980s approach of completely ignoring or sidestepping the state. It recognizes 

the critical relevance of the state, as well as its changing role, in facilitating economic 

reforms. The World Bank's World Development Report of 1997, entitled The State in a 

Changing World, serves as a manifesto of this new insight: its problematique is the 

capacity of the state, framed in terms of institutional strengths and weaknesses, and its 

vision is a leaner state with more nimble and robust political institutions that can assist in 

the tasks of steering economic reforms and facilitating markets. Its language borrows 

terms (like altering incentive structures and reducing transaction costs) liberally from the 

New Institutional Economics. This report, thus, documents the Bank's recognition that 

an effective state, rather than a minimal one, is necessary for economic development. The 

report makes the case for focusing on the quality of a country's institutions and policies. 
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However, these exist primarily and principally to facilitate the effective functioning of 

markets. Thus, all questions of state policy and institutional capacity - what the state 

does and how well - are answered in relation to their implications for private investment. 

In the report, indicators for assessing the credibility and institutional capacity of a state 

were developed through a large-scale survey of over 3600 private firms in 69 countries; 

the indicators focused on the security of property rights, predictability of rules and 

policies, levels of corruption and discretionary power, and disruptions due to changes in 

regime. 

The promises of privatization, then, provide the generative field for good 

governance to emerge, even as privatization remains the ultimate goal of governance. 

Bayliss and Fine, in their critique of the Bank's privatization agenda, term this approach 

the "panacea syndrome" - "the notion that privatization will itself generate or enhance 

the appropriate economic and political circumstances required for it to be successful" 

(1998: 842). 

This coupling of the good governance vision with the privatization drive had 

apparently found its way into the discourses of reform that were circulating in Chennai. 

One of my informants, a former industrialist who was currently working as a consultant 

to industry and who participated regularly in "good governance" discussions in the city, 

explained what he saw as the provenance of governance reforms in India and in Chennai; 

One, I think it is driven to some extent by globalization. ... When things are 
opened up, when people from outside come to invest, they want to see 
transparency. So, it is driven by foreign investment, mutual funds, things like 
that. 
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The second driver, I think, is local investment. Worldwide, and even we have 
realized, there is this thing called goodwill. It is even assessed in balance sheets -
it has to be built up by transparency and a certain code of ethics. So long as we 
had a closed economy, where you paid the referee and you got the goal, these 
things were not relevant. But somebody like Ambani [one of the foremost 
industrialists in the country], he played the system, but he shared the spoils. 
That's what made him so successful. Local investment is important because 
banks today in India no longer support you, you have to go to the market. 
Whether you are an equity-based or a debt-based economy, this determines how 
much you have to build up goodwill. 

A third factor is that the loss to the exchequer from corruption is enormous. So 
all these bankrupt exchequers, they have become aware of the need to mop up 
these missing dues. In Kerala, after the public sector workers' strike, when they 
employed private people to man the checkposts, revenues went up by Rs.5-6 lakh 
a day on local imports! In Indonesia, customs collection has been handed over to 
private company, and the income has gone up tremendously! (nt# CI2) 

This vision of good governance, which is provoked by and creates the conditions 

for private investment, is operationalized on the ground in the form of a managerialist 

paradigm that seeks to reinvent the state and the public sector as corporate bodies. Since 

governance refers to the capacity and quality of the state's policy-making and 

programmatic functions, enhancing these functions through management technologies 

pioneered in the business world constitute its core method. As shown in earlier chapters, 

the predominant idioms of reform in Metrowater were centered around management: the 

creation of managers out of engineers, and the establishment of a managerial culture of 

performance, assisted by technologies of mapping, measurement and audit. What used to 

be paradigmatic practices of states, as shown by Scott (1998), Ludden (1992), Cohn 

(1997) and others, are now learned from private sector consultants. The Vivendi 

consultants to Metrowater described their mandate in the following terms: 
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Here some of the functions we are working on are: Information Technology -
looking at the systems and recommending changes; Management Information 
Systems, which is mainly concerned with geographic mapping; distribution 
planning, bringing out a manual on good working practices on things like planned 
preventative maintenance. We are also working on what we call "asset 
management" which is really complaint mapping, basically a way of integrating 
or bringing all information together to get a complete picture. Because the way 
the system operates at present is in immediate response to some problem, using a 
little information here, a little there. We are also working on demand 
management - understanding the flow. (nt#C42) 

Management, thus, provides the paradigm of the new public service. A retired 

bureaucrat in my study, who had managed several public sector undertakings in his 

career, recalled that "in the early days after independence there was not much to manage, 

for instance we had only 1500 megawatts of installed capacity. Only in the 1970s and 

80s did management come to the fore as an important criterion in public sector 

undertakings" (nt# R1.3). 

In the last ten years, state bureaucrats are systematically put through management 

training courses designed and taught by professionals in business management. In 

Chennai, the Anna Institute of Management constitutes a major training resource for 

reforming public sector organizations, and has been designated an Administrative 

Training Institute for the State. Its programs are entirely designed for government 

employees, yet few of its trainers had ever worked in government, and envisioned their 

mission as one of introducing a radically new culture into government. They contrasted 

their approach to that of government trainers who tended to talk about past experiences 

"which is not useful for the trainees." Thus the new managerialism is embedded in a 
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discourse of radical change in which the "govemmentalized" past is devalued. The 

trainers said: 

We are at the moment developing a module to train bureaucrats on economic 
reforms. The basic problem is that government officials are not in a good position 
to take decisions, because where they have no ownership and no incentives for 
doing well, they will not take any risks. Everybody gets suspicious of 
government servants if they take risks. If they do anything different for a change, 
everybody starts looking closer to see what they are getting. Disciplinary 
proceedings devised for purely administrative settings are being used for the 
government business sector. Bright fellows cannot be sustained in such a system. 
So either the government should not enter business or everything should be 
geared to a business mentality. This is the kind of program we are floating. 
(nt#C5). 

The institute's trainers reported that the accelerated pace of public sector reforms 

had created a demand (from the national Ministries of Finance and of Personnel and 

Training) for new courses on themes such as attitudinal transformation, customer 

orientation, Citizen's Charter, public-private partnerships, capacity-building in the private 

sector, and working with NGOs and people's representatives. Local bureaucrats did not 

request such courses, but were invited to attend them, free of charge. The management 

trainers were skeptical of how much the "mindset" of government employees produced a 

genuine openness to reforms. 

The only thing that concerns them about the reforms is that they are afraid of 
losing their jobs. Beyond that, they have no problems! Most officials have 
earned a lot and want to safeguard it, or to convert their assets into something that 
yields, that's all they are worried about! Usually they are only interested in 
courses that directly benefit them, either in terms of the topic, or the perks. I 
doubt that many will want to come for topics like Public Grievance Handling or 
Service Ethics - they may come for Yoga or Share Market Options. 

A lot of these government officials treat the trainings as paid entertainment! So 
sometimes I feel it is just a waste of time. In Metrowater, sometimes I feel it is 
better they used the Rs.50,000 to provide drinking water to the public! (nt#C5) 



404 

Another trainer said: 

We are trying to push reforms, but I don't think any real transformation has taken 
place. Reforms have taken place in rules, regulations and policies, but not in 
people and their mindset.... Training is making only a marginal difference in this 
situation! ... People are only after personal gain. You cannot sell ideas to people 
here so easily. You cannot transform them. 

These days I am invited to more places to give lectures, but I don't know what 
impact they have. The government at the highest level has asked all organizations 
to conduct trainings, but it is all a hoax! In the back of their minds even they 
know that! But training is almost like a habit among top government officials! In 
the private sector, where organizational survival is in question, they are not 
talking about reforms! (nt# C6) 

Management training, then, is adopted as the path to transforming the mindset of 

lower level bureaucrats. This path fits closely into the scheme of the New Public 

Management, which has proved a valuable instrument in operationalizing the governance 

agenda across a spectrum of public sector organizations in a range of reforming countries. 

The NPM offers a universal technology that purports to address problems of inefficiency, 

corruption and demotivation in state sector organizations by deploying disciplines of 

audit and direct, "free to manage" professional authority. It is another instance of the 

"panacea syndrome," promising redemption through the faithful practice of ritual reforms 

in organizational procedures, as prescribed by the orthodoxies of corporate 

managerialism. These reforms are based on rational choice approaches in which the 

functionary, conceived as a self-interested and calculating individual, is sought to be 

reformed through a combination of incentives and tighter supervision. The ethnography 

in preceding chapters, however, showed how the frontline engineers in Metrowater, the 

primary targets of NPM-style reforms, experienced a working climate of greater 



405 

constraint, pressure and confusion than ever before. The ethnography also suggested that 

field engineers tended to displace or transfer the impacts of the reforms on to specific 

sections of their clientele - the public, in whose impossible expectations and demands the 

limits of the reform agenda were revealed. 

Hood (2001) detects a basic core of inconsistency in the structure of thought 

underpinning NPM. "Free to manage," according to him, is a rather different - even 

potentially conflicting - slogan than "free to choose." He argues that these 

contradictions emerge with particular force when, as commonly occurs, "the NPM 

revolution is led from above rather than from below" (ibid: 6) NPM reforms of this kind 

prove to carry more hype than substance, changing little apart from the language in which 

senior public officials speak in public. What it does produce in a substantive sense is a 

"rapid middle-level bureaucratization of new reporting systems (as in the growth of the 

'performance indicator industry')" (ibid:9), which in turn has been found to "destabilize 

the bureaucracy and to weaken or destroy elementary but essential competences at the 

front line" (ibid:9). Several critics have analyzed NPM as serving the interests of small 

cadres of elite managerialist bureaucrats rather than the those of the mass of public 

service customers or low level staff. Jackson (1989), for instance, points to the equity 

costs of its preoccupation with cost-cutting and its focus on "bottom-line ethics." Bryson 

(1987) shows how the application of rigid performance standards can affect the ability of 

female employees to rise to top positions. 

Hood's central critique is that, in presenting itself as a "public management for all 

seasons," claiming to solve "management ills" across various policy domains. 
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organizational forms, cultural environments, countries and levels of government, it 

obscures some critical inner inconsistencies among its values. He shows that these 

claims to universality are theoretically impossible, as all public management enterprises 

must choose among the multiple, often incompatible, sets of values at their foundation. 

Ultimately, it is politics that assigns weight to these values. Hood also notes that the 

putative universalism of NPM is revealed as incomplete or selective in practice, flagging 

its disciplinary agendas: "for instance, NPM seems to have had much less impact on 

international bureaucracies than on national ones, and less on controlling departments 

than on frontline delivery units" (2001: 8). 

THE CHANGING STATE AS "SETTLEMENT" 

The NPM-inspired framework of reform, in colonizing the space of governance 

reforms through its universalizing discourses, reveals itself as a settlement in which the 

terms and conditions of debate are corralled between two elitist disciplinary frames: that 

Hood identifies three sets of core values in public management, labeled sigma, theta and lambda. The 
sigma family of values refer to frugality, leanness, efficiency and the elimination of waste, with money and 
time being the key currencies. The theta family emphasize fairness, honesty and rectitude, the elimination 
of bias and abuse of office, with currencies being public trust and confidence and the effective exercise of 
citizenship. The lambda set of values put robustness, resilience, sustainability and adaptability of systems 
at the center, working against the possibility of catastrophe, its currencies being security and survival. All 
three families are central, mainstream and traditional in public management, and all three overlap in some 
respects. Corruption, for instance, involves waste and dishonesty and can lead to catastrophe. "Frugality, 
rectitude and resilience may all be satisfied by a particular set of institutional arrangements in some 
contexts" (Hood 2001; 15). In practice, however, the sigma values, which require low slack may be 
institutionally incompatible with the high slack requirement of the lambda values. Theta values, focusing 
on fairness and the exercise of citizenship, often emphasizes procedural aspects over outputs and may 
deliberately installs adversarial processes within bureaucracy or introduce direct democracy to check 
bureaucratic elitism. Thus, Hood suggests that the design implications of putting frugality foremost may be 
very different from those of a public administration that values citizenship and fair access above all. He 
concludes that NPM, with its drive for cost-cutting and "doing more for less" efficiency, may be seen as 
primarily an expression of sigma-type values and that this thrust may be purchased at the expense of other 
core values of public administration such as honesty, fair dealing, security and resilience. 
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of the old and the new bureaucracy. The engineering and specialist-led bureaucracies of 

the developmental state are brought into line by the managerial and commercial 

disciplines of the neoliberal state. 

One embodiment of this settlement is the reformist vision of the state as primarily 

a regulatory authority. The dominant reform agenda is to move governance from the 

state of "bureaucrats in business" (World Bank 1995) to one of facilitation and regulation 

of an all-encompassing domain of entrepreneurship. This shift to conceiving of the state 

as little more than a regulator of business is greeted with skepticism, ambivalence and 

concern at several levels. In Chennai, retired bureaucrats as well as non-state 

commentators expressed confusion about what this would mean in practice, and what its 

implications for service might be. Sairam, the professor working on urban governance 

issues in Chennai, termed this the "sanctioning role," and commented: 

It really seems to me that the role of sanctioning is the crux of the connection 
between power, politics and money. ... In my view, the solution [to problems of 
governance] cannot be administrative, it has to be cultural and political, as in the 
example of Kerala, where people are very well informed and politically active and 
take responsible part in decisions. They provide the checks and balances, the 
structure that prevents power from being networked. We need a cultural 
awakening, like the Italians getting disgusted with the mafia. ... (nt# C26.2) 

Another city activist saw the state's new sanctioning role as an abdication of the 

responsibilities of government: "At some point the planning authorities seem to have 

stopped planning and started sanctioning. They have taken on more of a policing role" 

(nt# C3I). These roles in turn, as we saw in chapter 4, tend to be translated locally into 

those of post-hoc "regularization" of transgressions via fines or bribes. 
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The creation of a regulatory authority is an increasingly common strategy for 

removing critical decisions such as tariff levels for drinking water from the ambit of 

political authorities. As the infrastructure economist in my study commented, 

This is the standard World Bank dogma — find a regulator, remove 
tariffs from the pubUc domain, from debate in the legislative 
framework, from democratic outcomes. Put in under the basis of a 
regulator's arithmetic, (nt# C23) 

This approach, however, is coming under challenge by scholars. Issues of 

regulation have come to be keenly debated, particularly in the context of utility 

privatization in poor countries. Martin Minogue, a researcher who leads these 

discussions at the University of Manchester, notes that while "in the worst case scenario, 

institutional reforms from state to private control merely offer new opportunities for 

patronage, clientelism and corruption," in many instances, political "interference" and 

continued government intervention in regulatory functions are not simply a depressing 

tale of failure. 

[P]erhaps... we are looking at regulation for development in the wrong way: if the 
main concern is to devise economic policies and institutions that can alleviate 
poverty, it is essential to recognize that developing countries need to be 
responsive to political values that place the needs of the poor above the 
requirements of economic efficiency or emerging markets (Minogue 2003). 

In Chennai, several commentators and retired bureaucrats questioned the level of 

true autonomy that Metrowater had acquired from the government since its formation as 

a Board. This criticism was based, among other aspects, on the fact that the State 

government still controlled all its decisions on tariff. However, Sundaram, the retired 

senior engineer of the Board who had been an active facilitator of the reforms in their 
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early years, defended the Board's claim to autonomy in respect to resource mobilization, 

engineering decisions and recruitments (with the exception of the top officials). In terms 

of the government's continued role in setting tariffs, he contended; 

Realistically, in a democracy, this is unavoidable. In a society like ours, the idea 
that the government has no role in issues like setting water tariffs is high-pitched! 
This is a social sector, the government has to play some role in those issues, (nt# 
C25.2) 

Martin Minogue would agree: in his view, the regulatory function in poor 

countries is, ideally, oriented both to improving economic efficiency and protecting the 

interests of the poorer sections of the population. Effective regulatory capacity to meet 

both these goals, he claims, can only be achieved through the long-term development of 

locally appropriate governance reforms and not through the "blind importing of best 

practice models" designed for different contexts. Cook and Minogue (2003) also reject 

standards of regulatory "best practice" based on western European and north American 

models. They argue that regulation in Third World countries needs to do more than 

promote or mimic competition as it did in post-privatization reforms in industrialized 

countries. "If regulation restricts itself to ensuring only efficiency and competition in the 

private sector, it is unlikely to have a positive impact on the poor..." Thus, they defend 

the role of politicians rather than "independent regulators" in ensuring that access to basic 

services for the poor is maintained after privatization. They argue that political 

interventions and social influence, which might be construed in the West as "regulatory 

capture," might, in Third World countries, represent the public interest. "..(R)egulators 
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and donors," says Minogue, "need to work with, and not against the political systems and 

cultures actually in developing countries" (Minogue 2003). 

The issue of tariff reform itself merits a brief comment here: while the need for 

re-examining traditional pricing mechanisms for water is widely recognized (see chapter 

6), in practice, in the vast majority of cases, tariff reform occurs in preparation, or as a 

concomitant of, privatization, and/or as part of donor-imposed reform conditionalities. In 

this form, they produce sudden and exponential price rises which are experienced as 

severe shocks in local polities. Scholars working close to the ground are recognizing that 

tariff setting must balance financial with political imperatives, and that a much more 

detailed and sensitive understanding of financial issues, especially in relation to poorer 

citizens in Third World countries is required (Gutierrez 2003). They point out that water 

remains subsidized in countries like the U.S. even as full-cost pricing is being pushed in 

developing countries. Gutierrez calls for a reconceptualization of the value of water in 

which its economic values are integrated into the framework of its social and 

environmental values: these are not, he contends, mutually exclusive frames. 

The immensity of problems and the conflicts of interests entailed in building an 

effective regulatory role for Third World States has, according to Kessler (2002), led 

donors to adopt "a simple solution: keep regulation weak." While regulatory authorities 

in the majority of poor countries tend to be inexperienced or weak, private investors view 

strong regulators with suspicion, fear and/or resentment, especially when they intervene 

to fix tariffs and control price increases. The World Bank's solution to this conundrum is 

to recommend that when a regulator lacks an established reputation for predictability and 
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being fair to business, "transitional arrangements... could include limiting the amount of 

discretion that regulatory bodies have in setting prices and key parameters" (World Bank 

2004:8). 

Thus, the regulatory role, as an instance of the new governance roles envisaged 

for the state, reveals the inherent contradiction in this vision, what Kahler (1990) calls the 

"orthodox paradox:" the expectation that a politically strong state will be willing to 

shrink its role as an economic agent, or, alternatively, that a state which is willing to 

retreat from an ineterventionist role in the economy will find it practically feasible to do 

so. 

This brings us to consider the place of politics treated in the dominant paradigm 

of governance. The World Bank report entitled Bureaucrats in Business (World Bank 

1995) sees politics as an integral concern in reform programs, mainly in the form of an 

obstacle. Its central formulation that "reform entails political costs" (ibid:l) posits an 

essential opposition between the two projects. The technocratic discourse of governance 

pathologizes politics as a domain of corruption, rent-seeking and disorder (cf. World 

Bank 1994, 1995).^^ Separating economic and political spheres, in paradigmatic 

neoliberal fashion, it marks politics as "a negative input into policy decision-making" 

(Grindle 2001: 370). The mainstream governance agenda, thus, subsumes issues of 

legitimacy of authority and conflicts over policy to questions of capacity and 

effectiveness of government as a facilitator of markets. Since the congruence among 

However, it also recognizes that reforms, in order to succeed, must be politically desirable, politically 
feasible, and credible - these are the three crucial conditions that determine "reform readiness" in a given 
context (World Bank 1995). Bayliss and Fine (1998) suggest that the links between political feasibility and 
authoritarianism appear to be regarded favorably by the Bank (p.846) and that these conditions are but a 
short step from implicit forms of political conditionality. 
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these elements is always contingent and incomplete, governance programs remain fraught 

with contradictions and ambiguities. 

More recent governance discourses from the World Bank (cf. World Bank 1997) 

move from pathologizing politics to explicitly promoting democratization, largely in 

response to donor pressure (Jenkins 2001, Guhan 1997) As discussed in chapter 5, 

however, this "mainstreaming" of democratization remains no more than a tacked-on or 

bracketed component of the good government package, which aims to procure autonomy 

from the political sphere through corporatization of state operations, accompanied by a 

(usually vaguely defined) notion of "civil society participation." As also suggested in 

chapter 5, these models of democratization are usually predicated on a sanitized model of 

civil society as a sphere that, by definition, upholds liberal values in politics as well as in 

economics. 

Meanwhile, for all its insistence on community partnership and stakeholder 

involvement as part of its vision of governance, the World Bank's policy documents 

exhibit little clarity on these agendas or commitment to their fulfillment. The aide-

memoires of Bank missions to Metrowater, through their long years of guiding the 

latter's reform process, display surprisingly little concern about the near absence of 

mechanisms for community involvement in the Board's operations. 

The drive to depoliticize the running of cities is part of a wider consensus in parts of civil society in 
India, particularly among the corporate business elite of the country. The Times of India, in an article 
entitled "If a CEO runs your city" (Wed July 30, 2003), asked CEOs of well-known corporations in four 
Indian cities what they thought was needed to transform Indian metros into world class cities. The one 
unanimous element in their responses was: freeing decision-making from politics. Cities, in this consensus, 
should be run by managers, not politicians. One said: "the city needs a professional management team with 
adequate powers and zero political interference." Alongside these were suggestions for "building the 
image" of cities, "doing them up visually", and pursuing advanced technological options. 
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A common rhetorical strategy through which dominant discourses of governance 

win acceptance for the privatization agenda is by subtle conflating the private sector with 

community and civil society, and opposing them all to 'the state.' This is often achieved 

through syntactic juxtapositions in documents and reports. This strategy was evident 

even in the Indian Prime Minister's speech at the Fifth Meeting of the National Water 

Resources Council in 2002, in which he promoted a revised National Water Policy that 

favored widespread private sector participation in the country's water management: 

The [national water] policy should ... recognize that the community is the rightful 
custodian of water. Exclusive control by the government machinery, and the 
resultant mindset among the people that water management is the exclusive 
responsibility of the government, cannot help us to make the paradigm shift that 
to participative, essentially local management of water resources. ... Wherever 
feasible, public-private partnerships should be encouraged in such a manner that 
we can attract private investment in the development and management of water 
resources. (PIB 2002) 

Such a move achieves a flattening of the vastly unequal field of non-state actors, 

and allows the articulation of a concept of "stakeholders" (and the promotion of "multi-

stakeholder" models) in which multinational corporations are attributed stakes alongside 

people whose lives and livelihoods depend on low-cost access to water. The discourse of 

"participation", even where it recognizes the need to "bring politics back in" represents 

an instrumental view in which which participation is a technology of order and 

consensus, banking on the maintenance of power in the economic field. These discourses 

corral the political and economic trends of anti-statism into a narrow range of 

institutional options, represented by the dominant concept of "civil society" which 

collapses all distinctions in the field of opposition to the state. Thus, powerful 



414 

corporations are as much part of civil society as are organized groups of women in a 

slum. 

HETERODOX APPROACHES TO GOOD GOVERNANCE 

The settlements produced by the NPM-inspired reforms and the privatization 

agendas in which they are encased, create a set of false oppositions between states and 

markets, public functionaries and citizens, politics and administration, with a differential 

value coding attached to each member of the pair. This section briefly reviews cases of 

heterodox governance reforms attempted in various contexts, which, by virtue of their 

successes, highlight the fallacies and pitfalls of the orthodox schemes. 

Tendler's study of governance reforms in the State of Ceara in Brazil, reviewed in 

chapter 4, reveals the mutuality between user satisfaction with the service and the public 

functionary's satisfaction with his/her job. She demonstrates that work arrangements that 

raised worker morale by enhancing the discretion and autonomy of frontline personnel, 

accompanied by the development of trust both within the organization and between 

workers and clients, produced greater dedication to the job among workers while 

simultaneously encouraging communities to engage actively with the service and demand 

better performance from the government. She shows how, "in an era of public revulsion 

for the government bureaucrat," government workers "reported feeling more appreciated 

and recognized... by their clients and the communities where they worked" (1997:14). 

These findings were echoed by Davis's study of water and sanitation utilities in 

South Asian cities and towns, which highlights changes in the work environment and in 
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relations with clients that produced a sense of moral accountability among agency staff, 

which in turn proved to be critical in reducing corruption on the ground. In the case of 

the Slum Networking Project (SNP) in Ahmedabad, India, for example, close and 

technically competent oversight of Municipal Corporation staff by community members 

and NGO partners^^ reduced opportunities for corruption, but more importantly, produced 

an atmosphere of direct accountability, commitment and mutual respect between the 

partners and the Corporation staff - a pronounced shift from the "disappointment with 

which many in the SNP initially learned about their appointment to the 'slum 

department'" (Davis 2003:64). Davis concludes that, contrary to the views underpinning 

mainstream writings on public sector reform, "(s)taff are not simply driven by 

maximizing material gains, but also by a sense of pride in improving the lives of poor 

citizens" (ibid:64). 

Goetz and Gaventa (2001) review over 60 cases of, on the one hand, public sector 

reforms designed to improve responsiveness to clients in service delivery, and on the 

other, civil society initiatives to demand improved services. They posit a convergence 

and mutual constitution between 'citizen voice' and public sector responsiveness, two 

aspects of governance that are usually treated separately, with "public sector efficiency 

problems having spawned an industry of market-oriented organizational reforms" 

In the Slum Networking Project in Ahmedabad, the Municipal Corporation partnered with three 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), one of whom acted as the financial intermediary, holding all 
community contributions until the project was satisfactorily completed. The NGOs also trained community 
leaders to monitor the performance of contractors - including technical aspects such as weighing and 
measuring pipe and evaluating the quality of masonry work — resulting in much more effective oversight 
both on contractors and their counterparts in the Municipal Corporation (Davis 2003). 

This is defined as the range of measures - such as complaint, organized protest, lobbying, and 
participation in decision-making and product delivery - used by civil society actors to put pressure on 
service providers for better performance. 
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(2001:3). The study highlights the links between mechanisms of 'vertical accountability' 

(such as the vote or media pressure, used by non-state actors to hold functionaries to 

account) and those of 'horizontal accountability' (internal mechanisms such as 

institutional oversight and audit). Goetz and Gaventa argue that traditional efforts to 

reform these mechanisms have occurred independently of each other, but that an 

emerging trend is to transcend this divide and support efforts which engage citizens 

directly in the workings of horizontal accountability mechanisms. This represents an 

effort at "breaking the state's monopoly over responsibility for official/executive 

oversight" (2001:8). Examples of such mechanisms are public hearings, participatory 

auditing to expose mis-spending, or citizen's juries to evaluate public policy. 

Goetz and Gaventa argue that officials find it more palatable to cultivate a 

consultative relationship with citizens that to allow them automatic rights to information 

about government decision-making. Yet, strong alliances between state reformers and 

citizens' associations can facilitate a mutually beneficial process: "state actors attempting 

reform may try to create, or at least increase the effectiveness of, their political base by 

cultivating an external constituency for reform" (ibid: 11). Most crucially, their review 

finds that "politics is the intervening variable between citizen voice and public sector 

performance." 

The most far-reaching alternatives to the mainstream orthodoxies of good 

government, however, are embodied in the public sector utilities of cities like Porto 

Allegre and Recife in Brazil. In a national context of widespread privatization and 

neoliberal reform, the Porto Allegre model served as a lynchpin for a national trend in 
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Brazil to maintain the water and sanitation sector in public hands and still achieve high 

standards of population coverage, service delivery, and financial sustainability. Porto 

Allegre's water and sanitation department (DMAE) is a publicly owned autonomous 

entity within the municipal authority, fully self-financed through the water bills paid by 

the city's 1.4 million inhabitants. Its outstanding features are its high levels of public 

participation and democratic control over its operations and investments: a deliberative 

council brings together 14 representatives of civil society to monitor its performance, and 

the city's 14-year-old pioneering model of participatory budgeting has led people to 

prioritize investments in water works. As a DMAE official described it, 

The big change that occurred when the Workers Party entered the city hall 
thirteen years ago is that before this the government claimed to know what people 
want. They believed that people wanted better transport, but when the ... 
administration started listening to people, the people said they wanted more 
sanitation and water services. So this is a big change; when you listen to people 
and they participate, then you are discovering their real needs... [A]ll the staff and 
workers of DMAE have to focus to attending people's needs, listening to the 
people and go forward with their demands. So this provoked a strong change in 
the way our governance was done. After this, we are not saying where the 
investments are going to be made, people develop their demands and if 
technically it is possible, we implement what they have decided" (Carlos Antonio 
Todeschini, quoted in Water Justice 2004) 

Public involvement in budgeting allowed people to appreciate the importance of 

tariffs in maintaining and improving the service, yet strong cross-subsidies are 

maintained. DMAE's water prices are among the lowest in the country, partly due to a 

strong public monitoring of contract implementation. Despite this, overall consumption 

of water has decreased as a result of environmental information campaigns and a 

progressive price structure (CEO 2004). A recent public survey conducted by the city 
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hall in collaboration with the university in found that 88 percent of the population 

approved of the water service and 65 percent of the sanitation service. 

In the Bolivian city of Santa Cruz, the water utility has been run by a consumer 

cooperative since 1979, and is regarded, even by the World Bank, as among the best-

managed water utilities in Latin America, demonstrating "that cooperative solutions can 

be superior to either public or private approaches to utility management" (World Bank 

OED 2002). All customers are members of the cooperative, and have the right to vote in 

its General Delegate Assembly which in turn elects part of the utility's administrative and 

supervisory boards. The cooperative is financially self-sufficient and recovers all costs 

from users, maintaining a system of cross-subsidy. Among the cooperative's 

achievements is an increase in household connections from 70 to 94 percent between 

1988 and 1999 (CEO 2004). 

A different cooperative model has emerged in Dhaka, Bangladesh, where the 

proposed privatization of water supply in two zones (as required by the World Bank) in 

1997 was met with strong trade union opposition. In response, the Dhaka Water Supply 

and Sewerage Authority (DWASA) decided to contract out one zone to the DWASA 

Employees Union, while the other zone was given to a private firm, both on a trial basis 

of one year. At the end of this year, the union cooperative's results were so much better 

that DWASA handed over the private sector's contract to the union. The cooperative's 

achievements included a considerable expansion of the number of people with access to 

running water as well as a sizeable reduction in water losses. 
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In the BraziUan city of Recife, where municipal water and sanitation services had 

been taken over by the State government 30 years eariier, a newly elected mayor initiated 

a popular deliberative assembly to discuss modalities for regaining local control of the 

service. The assembly comprised 4000 delegates, mostly elected by the people, who 

participated in a seven-month long process in which all alternatives, including 

privatization, were discussed. As Armando Miranda, a representative of a Brazilian 

association of municipal utilities described it, the delegates "were invited by loud 

speakers in the street. 'Come on, let's go to the meeting tomorrow night at the school.'" 

He also claimed that "It was a decision-making authority, not an advisory assembly" 

(quoted in Water Justice 2004) One outcome of the deliberations was a decision, written 

up as a municipal law, not to privatization water and sanitation services. 

These are a few examples of the alternatives emerging in the governance of water 

and sanitation utilities, which reject the orthodoxies of the privatization model by 

demonstrating the successes of publicly owned, democratic-participatory and cooperative 

modes of operation. Their converging features lie in a mobilization of the mass base of 

citizenry and/or municipal and public sector workers, often under institutionalized 

political auspices, to redesign, oversee and/or operate the services. Armando Miranda, 

the representative of the Brazilian municipal utilities association, eloquently outlined the 

profound challenge these initiatives posed to conventional mentalities of government: 

What do we think about social control, about public companies, about public 
services? I personally hate corporations, including public corporations... I am 
now a public servant, ... a munipal secretary, but that is only for a short while. I 
am always a citizen. I usually say, when I have meetings with the people from the 
neighborhoods, "my goal is, by the end of the mandate of this mayor in 2006, not 
to be in charge." My role as a manager is to make those things happen which the 
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people decided for. If somebody asks me, "please put water in my household" or 
"please make a sewage pipeline in my street," I want to say by the end of my 
mandate, "I can do nothing for you because you people decided in the 
participatory budgeting and the public discussion... you decided what I have to do 
with your money. My role here is to do exactly as you have decided, so I am sorry 
I can't do anything for you, next year you go to your neighborhood, you join the 
participatory budget, struggle in order to have your demands included there, then 
come here and remind me of my obligations." This is my goal at the end of the 
mandate of the mayor. This is what I think is the role of the public sector: to be a 
link between the people and their necessities and their future ... not to decide 
about people's needs, because we are usually bureaucrats... 

.. .If somebody is expecting a formula, a recipe, forget it, there is no such kind of 
solution. The only solution is struggle, mobilization, information, participation 
and to make all the governments work for us and not in our place! (quoted in 
Water Justice 2004: 9) 

Having outlined these alternative perspectives on governance, the final section of 

this chapter returns to Chennai's Metrowater, to draw out some of the ways in which the 

reforms are perceived to have failed some of the fundamental criteria of any kind of 

governance. 

WATER AND GOVERNANCE: AN "EXCEPTIONAL" LENS 

Despite the hype and all the strivings in the name of reforms over the past 28 

years, the water situation in Chennai remains in crisis; in fact the crises come faster and 

thicker and compound each other. Informed commentators claim that the increased 

frequency of drought is only a small part of the problem, and that misgovemance is the 

real issue. Much of the new infrastructure is in place, like the 16-zone distribution 

system and the source-augmentation hardware, designed to channel and distribute an 

additional 250 mid. of water to the city. Yet no water flows through the pipes. The only 
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reason that the organization can still pretend to be in control of the situation is that 

roughly 60 percent of the water needs of the city are met by private groundwater sources, 

and increasingly now, by privately purchased water. Many commentators in the city 

articulated stinging indictments of Metrowater's handling of the worsening water 

situation (also see chapter 2, pp. 58-9). As one retired bureaucrat put it, 

Metrowater has been talking about rainwater harvesting only because of their 
failure to do anything concrete for the city, like getting Krishna water, improving 
the pipelines, the quality of water. They had a lot of money to do all this -
massive projects from World Bank -1 don't know where that money has gone! 
Most of it is lying underground in pipes with no water! They have miserably 
failed although they are getting pats on the back every now and then from the 
Bank! They are only transporting water and seeing that there is no revolution in 
Madras - typically just doing firefighting! (nt#R2). 

Another retired bureaucrat who had been closely involved in consumer advocacy efforts 

with Metrowater, said: 

Metrowater is more sensitive to the consumer [than many other public sector 
organizations], one because of the nature of the goods, an essential commodity. 
Also, it was headed at one time by sensitive people... [But] the water problem has 
been coming for a long time, they have known about it, but they were not 
prepared to take people into confidence, there was no courage to admit that they 
could not continue to supply all the water needed without the people's 
cooperation. 

The Vivendi consultants also expressed some bewilderment about these failures; 

The new water distribution stations are not working - this is very strange - there 
seems to be plenty of water in the lake! Metrowater officials are very defensive 
with us. We get all kinds of lies as answers ... (nt#C 41). 

But Sebastian, another retired bureaucrat, had a clear analysis of the situation: 

They [in Metrowater] don't want to solve the problem - it is all a fraud. I have 
worked out the mechanism very clearly, it is simple! The big guys go for the bulk 
money from big projects, and when these fail, they still make money! Because 
you can make a lot of money from scarcity and distress. You have gone through 
the retailing end and seen it, I have seen the game from the inside - it is all a big 
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fraud on the people! And on the funders - they cheat the funding agencies, and 
then when they have to repay them it is the taxpayers who pay. And then to keep 
the lower levels [of the bureaucracy] happy, you still have most years as distress 
years! This is their source of money. If people get adequate water will they pay? 
Water is usually taken for granted, it is not a commercial product, it is not 
something that people readily pay for. Even the mineral water people - their 
business is distress. It is only because of Metrowater's failure that they are 
growing! This is a win-win situation for the corrupt and rotten! (nt# R3.2) 

Even Pradeep, the reformist middle level engineer in Metrowater said, "Because of our 

failures these people [the private suppliers] are making money!" (nt#Mtl.2). 

Thus, the technical improvements that everybody in Metrowater, from senior to 

junior engineers, and even councilors, were so proud of, are perceived by knowledgeable 

outsiders as mostly cosmetic, covering up the basic lack of substance. Nevertheless, they 

work their magic: in the organization's institutional mind, the problem is being solved, 

and its effective PR draws people into this narrative even as large sections (those who can 

afford to) begin to rely on other means. Metrowater itself, while congratulating itself on 

its role in groundwater regulation, initiated a partnership with a private company to 

manufacture bottled water "to cater to the needs of the upper income groups" (Annual 

Report 2000-2001). 

There remains those who do not have other means. As feminist and queer theory 

has taught us, it is from the standpoint of the margins that we begin to recognize what is 

at stake for all of us. The people pinned at the margins of the system, in their singular 

dependence on the public grid, reveal the real issues implicated in the governance of 

water. Most of the city's public water bodies such as tanks, ponds and lakes, have been 

built over with bus-stops, institutes and urban housing developments, or simply silted 

over with neglect. Thus, having submerged the commons under edifices of modernity. 
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and then monopolized the resource through the increasingly privatized piped water 

network, the government finds itself over-centered. Slum dwellers are censured for using 

piped water from public fountains for all purposes, including bathing and washing 

clothes, and are informed that "water is not free." These people at the margins, however, 

stake their claims to a basic need through a sphere of political society that takes the 

state's role and claims to reformed performance seriously, that demands accountability en 

masse. 

This ethnography revealed that effective accountability on the ground was not 

achieved by managerial disciplines geared to respond to individual demand; it was only 

through the practices of collective citizenry that responses were obtained from the state 

agency. Water remains an issue that can readily bring people out to claim their rights vis

a-vis the local state. Despite the decades of technological and engineering discourse that 

has sheathed it, the current local economy of water remains intensely political even 

though local political mobilizations occur in messy ways that unsettle the teleological 

program of good governance. 

Ramasamy Iyer, a long-time water expert in India, comments that India's water 

sector is still governed by standard engineering solutions, which estimate demand and 

then project supply-side solutions in the form of large structures for storage and inter-

basin transfer over long distances. The controversial recent proposal to interlink all of 

India's rivers into a single network bears out his contention. Iyer argues that "the 

approach common in the case of other consumer or industrial goods, of projecting 

demand and providing the supply through production, is inappropriate in the case of 
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water. Here we need to start from the recognition of finite availabihty and learn to live 

with it" (2001:1235). In his view, reducing the draft on this precious resource should go 

hand in hand with approaches that augment supplies locally through water harvesting and 

watershed development in every locality and area where this is feasible. "The answer 

does not necessarily lie in large, centralized, top-down, technologically driven projects: 

local, decentered, people-centered alternatives are available ... These are instances not 

merely of water management but of social mobilization and transformation." (ibid: 1236). 

In concluding, then, I link the two themes of this dissertation - water and 

governance - to propose that water provision is one of those special cases that points to 

the fundamental limits of neoliberal paradigms of governance. In bringing up to the 

surface of modernist order the ineluctability of a basic and irrepressible need, it forces 

attention to the margins of this order. It raises fundamental questions about 'the state' 

under conditions where concepts of public and private are more complex and multivocal 

than perhaps ever before. In claiming this "exceptionalism" for water as an element of 

governance, I argue that it poses again a classic problematique of rule: the issue of 

governance of the commons. 
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CHAPTER 9 

CONCLUSIONS 

Despite all the production and performance of reform inside Metrowater, outside 

observers detected little change in the service. Certainly, the line item of "equitable 

distribution" appeared largely unchanged. Yet, discourses, technologies, modalities and 

evaluative frameworks in the service had been substantively transformed, and these 

carried profound material and professional significance for frontline functionaries in 

particular, and for some sections of their clients. Both of these perspectives - of 

continuity and of change - found voice throughout this ethnography, sometimes 

articulated by a single informant, at other times by distinct individuals or groups, 

differentially located in the organization's structures of authority and power. The 

ethnography revealed reform both as a discourse with clear structural effects, and as a 

program with a clear provenance in a set of dominant agencies and actors in global and 

national arenas. The discursive effects of reform, then, as manifested in the constitution 

of reforming subjects through new disciplines of knowledge and value-creation, were 

crosscut by the programmatic effects of a global agenda seeking localization. 

This study, training an ethnographic lens on how neo-liberal reforms found their 

footing in Metrowater, discovered that the operations of translation, i.e. the distortions, 

displacements and disjunctures that mediate the relationship between a policy and its 

implementation were not incidental or accidental to the policy, but were written into its 

schematics. They allowed crucial insights into the design of the policy. The "gap" 
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between intent and reality emerged in this study not as a void but as a specific relation, a 

field of discursive and political action; its effects further entrenched, while 

simultaneously challenging, the orthodoxies of reform. For example, the vocabularies 

and tropes ("transparency," "accountability," "efficiency") that the field engineers 

deployed to present themselves as actively reforming subjects, took on diverse meanings 

on the ground. The normative frameworks of reform were modified and manipulated in 

the context of the practical difficulties that the field engineers faced due to its material 

disciplines, such as cuts in labor and funds, pressures to achieve higher standards of 

measurable achievement, and an atmosphere of stricter surveillance. While passionately 

critical of the constrained practical conditions of service produced at the frontline and the 

punitive nature of the new disciplines, field engineers vigorously deployed images and 

narratives of their own performance as streamlined and efficient entrepreneurs. Thus the 

new relations of dominance and subordination within the bureaucracy, produced by 

material and disciplinary reorganization, were crosscut by discourses of a new normative 

subjecthood. 

This ethnography thus revealed these apparently anti-statist reforms as 

constituting a project of ongoing state-formation through the entrenchment of new 

disciplinary regimes of order underpinned by rationalities of commercialization, 

commodification and privatization. This study describes a hegemonic commonsense of 

state articulated by a specific ideology of reform. While taking its shape and specific 

meanings from the global arenas of aid and conditionality dominated by agencies like the 
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World Bank, this ideology of reform gets locally disseminated as discourses of 

subjecthood, of reforming selves and new norms of service, performance and citizenship. 

Thus the study outlines a great arch of ideological formation, an arch of neoliberal 

governance in which morality and economy are encompassed within a single coherent 

order. Like liberalism, neoliberalism accounts for both moral and economic imperatives 

within a single rationality. In the concept of efficiency, which is a core value in these 

reforms, compassion becomes contingent upon competition and commercialization. 

Efficiency is the generative grounds, the necessary, if not sufficient, condition for service, 

concern or compassion. In the urban water sector, this logic plays out in the argument 

that the only way to serve poor populations on the edges of the city is by 

commercializing, and ultimately privatizing water utilities. The consensus on "best 

practice" in infrastructure provision as one in which state agencies operate like 

businesses, not bureaucracies, had come to inform the commonsense of citizens, activists, 

and scholars as well as bureaucrats in the city. This study traced the production of this 

commonsense through negotiations between coercive funding relationships, structural 

transformations within state agencies, and the field of moral and intellectual "leadership" 

in the Gramscian sense, produced by hegemonic rationalities of reform. 

The institutionalization of this hegemonic rationality in Metrowater dates back 

over 25 years, to its insertion into a relationship with the World Bank. This was the 

moment that unleashed the discourses of reform in the organization, and pinned them to 

the agendas of corporatization, commercialization and autonomy from the political 

sphere. The Bank's dominant role in steering the water sector in the city predated, but 
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was strengthened by, the launch of nationwide economic reforms (glossed as the New 

Economic Policy or NEP) in 1991. Starting with the constitution of an autonomous 

board in 1978, the reforms slowly restructured the agency along the lines of global 

orthodoxies that evolved through the 1980s in internationally funded water utilities across 

the Third World, and were eventually articulated in the World Bank's Infrastructure for 

Development Report (World Bank 1994), which served as a global manifesto for best 

practice in infrastructure provision. The report identified "institutional weakness" -

defined as the tendency to base decisions on a political rather than a financial calculus -

as the single cross-cutting factor accounting for the failure of state-run utilities across the 

Third World. The global agenda of reform is thus constituted through an epistemological 

polemic of scale and of a particular kind of staging which allows the Report to represent 

all municipal water systems of the Third World on a single chart representing a diagnosis 

of their central problem, and suggesting a clear and delimited solution comprising the 

three principles of corporatization, commercialization and privatization. 

Yet these principles already formed the core of the conditionalities that had 

underpinned the Bank's funding relationship with Metrowater since the early 1980s, as 

spelled out in the Aide-Memoires of Bank missions to Chennai. As shown in Chapter 2, 

the evolving global orthodoxies of the Bank were incorporated into Metrowater's annual 

reports and policy documents through a set of textual negotiations, convergences and 

appropriations, giving rise to a discourse of local ownership and internal provenance of 

reform among senior officials in the organization. As neo-liberal economic reforms 

gained ground across the country by the 1990s, the principles of corporatization, 
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commercialization and privatization also became pillars of national reform policies in the 

water sector. This study thus takes apart and reassembles some of the multivalent paths -

both within the organization and in national and international spheres - through which 

the twin processes of commodification of water and commercialization of state-sector 

utilities are normalized as the core principles of a good service. It examines the operation 

of power through disciplinary regimes operating in the domains of language, 

organizational structures and modes of knowledge and value. It shows how these 

disciplines, shaped by dominant global agents, are (differentially) adopted, adapted and 

translated by local players. 

In the new rationality of neo-liberal governance, "institutional strengthening" is 

reduced to the projects of commercializing operations, commodifying the resource, and 

turning citizens into consumers through tariff reforms, drives for full cost recovery, and 

the elimination of subsidies. Efficiency is sought through disciplines of fiscal austerity 

and the streamlining of operations and staffing, facilitated by stringent audit. These 

rationalities are deployed through a reform package inspired by the global orthodoxy of 

the New Public Management, a movement that seeks to restructure public sector 

bureaucracies using managerial technologies developed in the private sector. These 

reforms involved systematic work at the level of discourse, nomenclature and titling. A 

performative dynamic is evident in the agency's documents and reports, in the way that 

new terminologies and tropes are deployed to bring into being the New Bureaucracy. 

For example, terms like cost-effectiveness, capability, performance, institutional strength, 

and financial sustainability are ritually juxtaposed to produce a conflation of meaning. 
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The reformed vision of governance is one in which institutional capacity-building 

in the state is defined as an enhancement of its capacity to attract, facilitate and regulate 

private investment in the economy. It is a vision of a lean institution with a narrow 

mandate to manoeuvre the transition to a market economy. Privatization, in this scheme, 

is both the ultimate end and the means or mechanism of this shift: it is, simultaneously, 

the condition for achieving accountability and transparency in service delivery, and the 

envisioned outcome of NPM-style reforms aimed at enhancing transparency and 

accountability in public sector agencies. 

This vision of governance lays out a moral landscape in which privatization is 

associated with public participation and the empowerment of civil society, even while the 

neoliberal slant of the reforms sharpens the ideological separation of political and 

economic spheres, states and markets, bureaucrats and entrepreneurs. These discursive 

effects of conflation and separation are achieved through a managerialist paradigm 

which, in turn, is centered on a notion of efficiency measured by output for input as 

captured in cost-benefit analysis. Heavily oriented toward measurable performance 

outputs, this norm of efficiency relies on technologies of commensuration that translate 

all value into standardized and quantifiable indicators. Thus, mapping, measurement, and 

quantification, technologies were long seen as paradigmatic of state practice, are now 

"introduced" in state organizations by neo-liberal reforms and "learned" from private 

sector consultants. 

The state emerges in this study as the congealing and normalization of a new 

notion of order through reformed rationalities and categories of knowledge and reality. 
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These rationalities were entrenched through the force of ideological and material 

convergence between international financial institutions such as the World Bank, the 

national government, and powerful sections of society that put their weight behind the 

neo-liberal economic reforms. Upper echelons of the national bureaucracy, the elite 

cadres of the Indian civil services, were important players in embracing and 

institutionalizing these reforms within the state sector. This study examines the role of 

these senior bureaucrats, many now retired and heading civil society initiatives in the city 

of Chennai, in purveying strongly anti-statist discourses based on radical indictments of 

the state's developmental record since independence. A crucial component of this 

indictment was the problem of the growing "politicization" of development 

administration and policy-making in the country, and of the changed culture of politics. 

This in turn derived from the altered class and caste composition of the political 

executive. The postcolonial valorization of the bureaucratic virtue of being "above 

politics" is transmuted under these circumstances into calls for autonomy from the 

political sphere, or into efforts to craft an apolitical civil society. This latter effort, as 

Chapter 8 suggested, sometimes took the form communitarian agendas, or of a radical 

cultural nationalism that sought to revive an essential "Indianness" as a counter to the 

straight]acket of modernist bureaucracy. 

Yet, the small sample of retired senior bureaucrats in my study, while not entirely 

convinced of the reforms' purchase on local conditions or their potential for transforming 

the state or producing more accountable public services, were still caught within the arch 

of the discourse of neoliberal reform. Meanwhile, at the level of the frontline 
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functionaries of Metrowater, who were the core subjects of this study, the new 

rationalities of efficiency, of crisper and leaner performance, and of entrepreneurial 

competence acquired hegemonic moral force. They strongly espoused the meritocratic 

visions of the reforms even though they themselves were clearly victimized by its 

programs and faced enormous challenges in translating them on the ground. 

HEURISTICS OF WATER 

Water, in its multiple facets, provided an extraordinarily insightful lens for 

examining the workings of neoliberal orders of governance. As the classic commons, 

embedded within thick symbolic systems of meaning and historically governed by social 

and religious rituals of exchange, altruism and rule, it poses a profound and ongoing 

challenge to projects of commodification and privatization. As a life-sustaining need, it 

overruns the bureaucratic channels of state sovereignty as well as the neoliberal 

paradigms of economic flows. Water pithily demonstrates the leakiness of abstract 

orders. 

As an infrastructure sector, water has historically undergirded the legitimacy of 

postcolonial developmental states as bulwarks of modernization, macroeconomic 

expansion, employment generation and social transformation. Thus attempts to transfer 

the management of water utilities from governments to private multinational firms, the 

issue at the heart of the contemporary "water wars," carry enormous significance for the 

material relations of governance and rule in the global sphere. 
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In the city of Chennai, water remains a resource of the commons in that large 

sections of the population, especially of the poor, rely on common sources such as public 

fountains, pumps and tanks. Although the reforms seek to roll back and eventually 

eliminate these commons by, among other means, extending private connections to 

residents of the urban slums, the deepening conditions of drought render this goal 

unfeasible for the moment. Water thus poses the limits of neoliberal paradigms of 

governance by forcing attention to the margins of its orders, to the continuing salience of 

the commons, the vast difference in stakes among the so-called "stakeholders" in the 

sector (who, according to agencies like the World Water Council, include large 

multinational firms such as Suez Lyonnaise alongside women from Third World slums), 

and to the claims of citizens to the sovereignty of a basic need. 

THE LEAKY SOVEREIGN: A TALE OF ENGINEERED ORDER 

The reformed order of the service is founded on improvements to the rational 

administrative grid that represents the sovereignty of the state. In the water sector, this 

grid is embodied in the underground network of pipes, the monopolistic, state-controlled 

system that was portrayed by the engineers as the principal agent of water distribution in 

the city. The onus of operationalizing the agency's goal of "equitable distribution" was 

placed on the hardware, specifically on the improvements brought by the reforms, which 

extended and rationalized the water grid to equalize pressure in all parts of the system. 

This grid of concrete and iron, then, was the impersonal agent of order in the reforming 

state utility, grounding a discourse in which universal service was guaranteed through 
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rational improvement. But the ethnography showed that this orderly grid was punctured 

and intersected by bypasses connections and illegal taps that revealed the contentious and 

compromised order of a ground-level service. 

The underground grid thus represented a myth of order, produced by silences, 

euphemisms and half-truths which permitted and regularized the unofficial arrangements 

through which lower-level bureaucrats, local politicians and the public together devised 

solutions to the exigencies of daily life. The myths were ritually enacted through public 

excavations of illegal connections through which engineers policed and protected the 

integrity of the grid, despite common knowledge of the ubiquitous underground 

compromises. These performances reveal how the anomalies of translation are re

incorporated into the scheme of order. The study's focus on translation highlighted 

struggles over the meanings, discourses and ownership of reform at various levels of the 

organization, and showed how these struggles were folded into the localization of reform. 

In other words, the new bureaucratic subjects of reform were produced as much through a 

subverting of the programs of reform as through a disciplining of knowledge and 

practices. 

A common discursive mode through which this operated was that of euphemism. 

The ethnography traced how practices such as bribery and illicit money-making in the 

depots were handled and incorporated into the logic of daily practice through euphemism 

as engineers negotiated between practical exigencies and the demands of moral 

subjecthood. Euphemisms did not simply substitute an acceptable vocabulary for a 

"corrupt" reality, they refigured the relations between the two, indexing their mutual 
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dependence. The ethnography showed how the imperatives that drove money-making in 

the depots were constituted by the pressures on engineers to perform and produce results 

under conditions of increasing resource constraint. Corruption, then, emerged as a field 

of complicity in which engineers negotiated conundra that "everybody knew" about 

through conventions and half-truths that neutralized the disjunctures of everyday state 

practice. 

Official accounts such as maps and statistical charts also enacted the myths of the 

orderly grid. They were idealized texts, but also performative instruments of 

categorization: what was not on the map was, by definition, illegal. Thus, residents of 

urban slums, located on the margins of, or outside, the piped water grid, were marked by 

their insertion in a sphere of discretionary provisioning (often controlled by local 

politicians), a highly stigmatized modality of governance in the scheme of neo-liberal 

reforms. The defense of the sovereign grid thus produces categories and margins of the 

social order. 

FISSURES AND FAULTLINES OF THE AUDIT CULTURE 

Among the effects produced by the new disciplines of reform are new boundaries, 

stand-offs and stigmatizations that appear both within the agency and across its service 

interface with the public. These effects are generated by the punitive edge of the reforms. 

As the ethnography moved deeper into the organization, manifold little battles were 

revealed, between engineers and administrators, senior and junior engineers, engineers 

and laborers, bureaucrats and politicians. The reforms in Metrowater, inspired by the 
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New Public Management, were premised on a deep distrust of the frontline state 

functionary, and ought to constrain the discretion and autonomy of field engineers, 

establish close vigilance over their activities, and use output oriented indicators to 

evaluate their performance. 

Audit, thus, emerged as a core modality of the reforms, generating efficiencies in 

operations through disciplines of commensuration and radical quantification in which all 

value had to be accounted for in measurable, even monetary, terms. The reforms 

replaced the multiple, competing and contested rationalities of the public engineering 

bureaucracy with a singular rationality of commerce, in the process creating new 

configurations of dominance and authority within the agency. The new technologies of 

audit were wielded by newly strengthened departments of financial management, internal 

audit and public relations, and targeted at the traditionally powerful engineering 

departments. Couched in the vocabularies of public accountability, transparency and 

probity, the culture of audit engendered a climate of constraint and control over engineers 

in general, and frontline engineers in particular. The re-invention of professionals as 

units of resources, coupled with the climate of suspicion and policing created by the audit 

culture, produced a regress of mistrust among engineers and their colleagues, supervisors, 

clients and local politicians. Despite its punitive strands, however, the audit culture as a 

mode of govemmentality also outlined a vision of transformed and empowered subjects, 

erasing the structures of gender, caste, and class under the discourses of result-oriented 

performance. 
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Thus the reforms produce what I call, using Latour's term, a settlement. In the 

name of public accountability and the public good, it stages a stand-off between two sets 

of elitist disciplines - that of the old bureaucracy composed of developmentalist public 

servants and underpinned by engineering visions, and that of the new bureaucracy, 

composed of commercial, managerial and auditing disciplines. This neoliberal settlement 

is reproduced in multiple formats; another example is the standoff between public 

(bureaucratic) and private (commercial) management of water utilities. In staging the 

debate within this bipolar frame of possibilities, neoliberal reforms establish a closed 

circuit dynamic which silences the public by speaking for them, and seals off the field of 

altemative options within an overarching commonsense. 

MARGINS AND STIGMATIZATIONS: A RETREAT FROM THE "PUBLIC" 

The reforms transform clients into consumers by turning frontline engineer into 

revenue collectors with stringent targets to fulfill. The ethnography showed how this 

relation produced effects of categorizadon in which new margins and thresholds were 

constituted and given meaning. One such category was a certain kind of "public," 

comprised of unruly masses of urban slum-dwellers, located at the tail end of piped 

systems, reliant on the commons, unwilling or unable to pay for services, and prone to 

make demands through collective and polidcal channels. The mass of the urban poor, 

thus, emerges as a category of urban disorder in both technological and social terms. 

The ethnography traces the processes by which neoliberal reforms intensify the 

historically consdtuted barrier between the frontline state bureaucrat and these masses. 
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The reforming engineers deploy the disciplinary instruments of reform to bring these 

masses into line with visions of a civil society composed of individual consumers. When 

this fails, they tend to retreat from this "impossible" sphere of the public. The study thus 

spotlights a critical vein at which the punitive force of neoliberal reforms converge; the 

relationship of the service counter, where subjects on both sides unleash its effects 

against each other. The pressures on the lower-level bureaucrat gets passed across the 

counter to the most marginalized clients, while the latter turn their fury against these 

officials who represent the public face of the reforming state. 

Neoliberal governance reforms emphasize corporatization of public utilities 

primarily in order to free them from political interference. Part of the hostility of 

engineers toward these masses derives from the latter's embeddedness in a political realm 

of government subsidy and of patronage by city councilors. The public, as constructed 

by the everyday official discourse of the water service, comprises uncivil masses that 

make claims on the state not through the orderly associational citizenship of civil society, 

but through politicized collectivities that the engineers abhor and fear. 

It became clear that the reform slogan of "managing infrastructure like a business, 

not a bureaucracy" was less effective in producing responses from the engineers than 

were the demands and protests articulated by this public. Yet the reclamation of political 

agency by people located at the margins of urban life and the fringes of administrative 

order was not something the reforming bureaucrats in public utilities were prepared or 

willing to deal with. The public legible to their administrative eye was a public to be 

served, and as such was unserveable. 
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While engineers acknowledged the role of local councilors as effective channels 

of accountability in the service, the administrative discourses of "politics as the problem" 

allowed them to displace the challenges of reform onto this putative "outside." The 

stand-off between politics and bureaucracy emerged in this ethnography as part real and 

part staged: it involved struggles over turf, authority and control in which both personal 

and professional stakes were implicated, but it concealed convergences on notions of 

governance and norms of operation of the service. 

Politics itself is framed in an interesting double-narrative in the scheme of 

neoliberal reforms; on the one hand, it is pathologized as a disorderly domain defined by 

corruption and patronage, allowing bureaucrats to present themselves as defenders of 

order and neutrality. On the other hand, neo-liberal governance locates politics in an 

economistic paradigm in which democratization is seen as a concomitant of and 

contributor to economic liberalization. 

PRIVATIZATION 

The study also examined discourses of privatization as produced locally through 

the engineers' experiences with contractors, and globally through the conditionality-

driven programs of international financial institutions. Field engineers in Metrowater, 

despite profound ambivalence about the achievements, performance and service 

orientation of their private sector counterparts, demonstrated complex stakes in a 

privatized future. On the one hand, such a future seemed inevitable to them in the light 

of what they perceived as the impending collapse of the public utility. On the other hand, 
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as they faced a progressive tightening of resources and an increasing pressure to perform, 

the private sector seemed to offer much greater opportunities for personal and 

professional advancement. 

More fundamentally, these options appeared to determine the entire field of 

possibility for state functionaries; the visions of change articulated by almost all the 

bureaucrats in my study, right up to the senior-most officials of the State government, 

revolved within a universe of shifting relations between the "public sector" and "private 

sector" as currently defined. These sectors in turn were imbued with sets of essential 

qualities, virtues and constraints, framed as opposed but complementary. This scheme 

outlines the case for "partnerships" between the public and private sectors in which the 

same set of actors remain in control, as seen in instances of Metrowater engineers 

emerging as de facto owners of private firms contracted to manage pumping station, or of 

international financial institutions channeling development aid to national governments 

via private investors. The hegemonic antistatism of the reforms is produced by a 

convergence of discursive and material force in which the private sector is backed both 

financially and ideologically by international agencies leading the formulation of 

development policy across the globe, while local discourses about the virtues of 

privatization are produced by the growing constraints of the public sector. In this 

scenario, then, the private sector emerges as the site of all the virtues, competences and 

capacities that the public sector lacks. 

In conclusion, I return again to the great arch of neoliberal governance as a master 

narrative of subject formation in which managers, entrepreneurs and consumers are 



produced from public servants and citizens. The anomalies and disjunctures that are 

produced in translating these projects on the ground are incorporated into the scheme 

through the operation of euphemism, and through ritual enactments of myths of order. I 

claim that this vision of governance represents a settlement between the old 

developmentalism and the new managerialism, two kinds of expert elitism. In this 

settlement, the public (and the political formations in which they are located) are either 

spoken for in a teleological or civihzing vision of civil society, or marked as a sphere of 

chaos or impossibility, like the commons, which are being slowly eliminated in the neo-

liberal order of things. 
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APPENDIX A 

LIST OF INFORMANTS AND INTERVIEWS 

Categories of Informants Number of 
Informants 

Number of 
Interviews®' 

In Metrowater 
- Depot engineers (field engineers) 20 80 
- Depot workers and office staff Approx 50 16 
- Area Engineers and Deputy Area Engineers (senior and 
middle-level field engineers) 

12 20 

- Superintending Engineers, Chief Engineers, Engineering 
Director (senior engineers) 

9 19 

- Senior (non-engineering) officials (Managing Director, 
Finance Director, Personnel, Public Relations, Training 
Center officials, etc.) 

7 11 

- Consultants and Trainers to Metrowater 6 6 
- Contractors 6 7 
- Labor Union Representatives 2 2 

Local Politicians/City Councillors 5 5 

Outside Commentators 
- Retired Senior Bureaucrats (IAS) 9 15 
- Scholars and academics 11 11 
- Journalists, activists, NGO representatives 10 12 
- Finance Institution and Industry representatives 6 9 

State government officials 2 3 
Officials of other government departments/agencies 8 8 
Women's groups in urban slums Approx. 40 6 

Some informants were interviewed multiple times. Depot workers and women in slum neighborhoods 
were mostly interviewed in groups. 
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APPENDIX B 

MEETINGS AND WORKSHOPS ATTENDED 

Meeting/Workshop Title Organizers Dates 
Getting the Act Together for Good 
Governance 

Satyamurthy Center for Democratic 
Studies and the Madras Management 
Association, Chennai. 

27-28 Nov 
2001 

Workshop on Power Sector 
Reforms 

Consumer Action Group, Chennai. 2 Feb 2002 

Roundtable on Public Expenditure 
in Government 

SUSTAIN and UN Habitat Center, 
Chennai 

1 Mar 2002 

Tamil Nadu Water Summit 2002 Confederation of Indian Industry, 
Chennai 

15 Mar 
2002 

Inaugural Meeting, First Business 
Meeting 

Transparency International, Chennai 
Chapter 

30 March 
and 29 June 
2002 

Media Workshop on Water Policy World Water Council, Marseille; 
Water Supply and Sanitation 
Collaborative Council, Geneva; 
Global Water Partnership, Stockholm 

28-30 
April 2002 

Good Governance: Problems, 
Possibilities and Potentials, 
Experiences from the Field 

Organizational Development and 
Excellence Consultants, Chennai 

24 August 
2002 

Implementing Solid Waste 
Management Rules 

Consumer Action Group, Chennai 



APPENDIX C: APPLICATION FORM FOR HOUSE CONNECTIONS 

CHENNAI METROPOLITAN WATER SUPPLY AKD SEWERAGE BOARD 
Nai, PUMTING STATION KOAD, CBENNAl - «N «S2. 

APPUCATION FOR WATEK / SeWERCONNICnONS. 
To 
THE SUPERINT^ING ENGINEER/ EE (HQ) 
1, Name & Address of the Pramiias 

a) New Building Yes / No 
Modified Building Yes/No 

b) Alteiation to existing wstec/sewer coanection: Yes / No 

2. Area: Division/Depot No.: CMC No.: Annual Value:Rs. 

SL 
No Utility oi building area 

(sq.ni) 

Area par-
dwelling 

unit 
(sq-m) 

Equivalent 
doling 

units 
(in DOS.) 

Rate per Dweliing 
Unit (inRa.) 

Amount 
(iflRs.) 

SL 
No Utility oi building area 

(sq.ni) 

Area par-
dwelling 

unit 
(sq-m) 

Equivalent 
doling 

units 
(in DOS.) Water Sewer Waitf Sewer 

1. Rajdeatial 

(a)TndenemknthouseiiDb)G+l u p to 200* 200 I 1930 3395 
1. 

(b) All other buiUSaKa/natx 'ioo 2530 4790 

2. flo«-Restde«tlal" 
CateaoiT-A 100 2530 4790 

2. 

Categoqr-B 30 2530 4790 

2. 

Ca«egoiy-C 25 2530 4790 

3. Shitting/Renewal of existing comioctiantlirespective of built up area 
andcatecorv) 2530 4790 

Total 

These rates are applicable only wlwn built-up area does not exceed 200tq.m. If it exceeds 200 sq.ni, 
ecjuivaleot dwelling units and charges should be calculated as in 1(b) of the above table. 

4. Amount Payable: Coonectioa charges (as calculated above) for water 
Coonectioa charges (as calculated above) for sewer 
Advance tax wherever applicable (as per clause 6 overleaf): 
Meter Testing charges (as per clause 7 overleaf) 
Material cost wherever applicable (as per clause 8 overleaf): 
Private street wherever applicable (as per clause 8 overleaQ: 

Total amount Rs. 

For office use aniv - SANCTIONED/ SIZE OF CONNECTION - WATER; 
SEWER: 

A£E/A£/JE( ) EE(HQ) 

GUIDELINES 

1.a) Applicants are requested to read the application fbtmthoroughly and then fill up the above 4 items only. 

b) Id casa of flats, equivaleot dwellings should be calculated for each apartments/flats based on the 
calculation of one unit ̂  the area iq> to 200 sq.m. 

c) In respect of combined type oif buildings separate details should be fiunished for the area occupied for 
residential, and noa-tesidential purpose and tot  ̂amount payable should be worked out. While calculating 
equivaleot dwelling unks, fiacdoa in excess of multiple of unit should be reckoned as one unit. 

d) For residential building, having commercial utility also it can be considered as fiilly commercial when the 
total built up area is equal to or within one equivalent unit, under respective classificadon (A or B). 

2. "WON - RESIDENTIAL; In re^MCt of non-residential / commercial buildings the connection charges will 
be computed baaed co "Equivalent dwelling units" basis the term to be reckoned as detailed below: 

3. CATEGORY A: Offices. Hcapitals without inpatient &dlities. Educational lostitutioas without Boaiding 
and Lodging, shopping /. commercial complex,' Cinema Theatre, &ctories with or without bathrooms, 
consulting room of all kinds and similar type of building, one dwelling Unit, for every 100 Sq.m. of the built 
up area or part thereof. 

4. CATEGORY B: Hotels. Restaurants, Educatkmal Instituticns with Hostels, Lodging Houses, Marriage Hall, 
Hospitals with Lab A Dii^oatic iiicilities only and without inpatient &cility and any other buildings of 
similar natures, one dwelling unit for every 50 Sq.nL of built up area or part tiiereof 



 . CATEGORY C: Hospital with inpadent &cilities, one dwelling uait for every 25 Sq,m. of built up area or 
pait thsisof. 
 . Applicant hju to pay Rs.KXXV- per equivalent dwelling unit as adviace tax i f  the building is not assessed 
fisr water and sewerage tax. 
7. /UI buildings shall be given metered coiuioctioa with bore size as given below exce^ resideotiail buildings 

SL 
No 

Equivalent 
dwelling units 

Bore size for water 
connection (in mm) 

Size oT Kwer comieclion 
(in mm) 

Meier Usting charges 
(Rs.) 

1 Up to 6 15 100 100 
2 7 to 20 20 150 200 -
3 21 10 40 25 150 300 
4 41 to 70 32 150 / 250 400 
5 Abov* 70 40 250 500 

8. a) Wherever Metrowater laid house sewar connecticin up to compound wall of premises, applicant has to 
pay Rs. 35(V- as cost of material along with sewer connection charges. 

b) Applicant fix>m Private Streefwhere Metrowater hiid sewer mains has to pay Rs.330/- additionally. 

c) Applicant has to supply material for road portion work and has to pay extra road cut charges if it is newly 
laid road. In case of water connection the applicant preferably may use MDPE pipes for better £ long 
standing. 

9. Payment of connection charges can be made at any one of the Canara Bank blanches mentioned on the 
reverse of the pay slip. 

10. The filled up applications along with connection charges paid receipt and necessary enclosures have to be 
submitted for registration, only at the Registration Counter in the Head Office in person or by post. Applicants 
are requested to get the acknowledgement from the RegistiBtion Counter, on submission of application. 

11. Applications will be sanctioned without inspection based on the information furnished by the applicant. 
Water/sewer connection shall be effected only to the buildings having proper rahrwater harvesting 
amngements. 

If any information furnished is fbund to be wrong, penalty will be levied as below: 
If any deviation or alteration in utility of tb« building is made in future, it diould be informed to Metrowater for 
r^uiarisation within throe months time fiiiling which penalty will be levied as below: 

PENALTY: Five Times the revised connection charges incladiog road cat restoration charges withib 
f!fte«n days lime, failing whkh connection will be dijcoaaected. 

DECLARATION 
1/ We hereby taken note of the contents including guidelines and penalty clause. 
As per the item no. 11 of the guidelines, 1/We have made rainwater-harvesting arrangements and will maintain 
the same properiy and shall not be dispensed with in foture. 
1/ We hereby undertake to promptly report Metrowater Board in case any change in die use of the building, by 
duly paying additional charges. 
1/ We Certify that the Sec. 6S of CMWSS Act has been explained by the qualified Technician / Engineer / 
licensed plumber and 1/We strictly complied with die Sec. 6S of CMW^ Act. 
Old water Supply and sewer services is already disconnected - Yes/Ko 
New buildings constiuctod by demolishing the old building - Yes/No 
If yes, arrears of Water/Sewer Tax and/or charges payable to the Board if any, is paid up to date 
If no, an undertaking to effoct that this will be paid along with the connection charges is enclosed 
lAve agreed to forego the connections and connection charges in the event of any objections raised by 
Corporation of Chennai/CMDA. 
lAVe will abide by the Rules and Regulations of the Metrowater Board 

Enclosures: 1. True copy of plans sanctioned by CMDA / Coipoiadon of Chennai / Local Authority & copies 
of letters seeking assessment of property tax and water and sewerage tax. 

(OR) 
Proof of assessment of property tax with floor wise assessment details. 

2. Drawings diowing internal plumbing works and connection to public water/sewer main with 
length, nature of Road portion such as mud/platform/ Tar Bitumen/ WBM etc., signed by 
owner/occupier and duly certified by a qualified Technician / Engineer / Licensed Plumber. 

3. Registration No. of sewer application with the copy of the paid chalian, if already availed, 
4. Proof of having paid taxes/chaiges up to date (Photocopy to be enclosed). 

Signature of Owner/Occupier. 
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APPENDIX D: MAP OF CHENNAI CITY'S WATER SOURCES 

Source: MCRC 1997 
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APPENDIX E: MAP OF THE WATER DISTRIBUTION SYSTEM 
Source: MCRC 1997. 
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AJ>PENDIX F: MAP 3: DISTRIBUTION GRID, ZONE FIVE 
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