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Advance Praise

‘D.K. Shivakumar is what they call a true-blue Congressman. He stayed with the party even when he was sent to jail in what he says were fabricated cases by the Enforcement Directorate. Many of his old Congress colleagues left for greener pastures including the likes of Himanta Biswa Sarma. But D.K. bided his time and has been rewarded. Now begins the tough task of delivering governance to a state and its capital that are crying out loud for a massive infrastructure upgrade.’ – Zakka Jacob, managing editor, Times Now

‘Known as “Mr Troubleshooter”, D.K. Shivakumar represents a new generation of Congress leaders; he is less ideological and a born pragmatist, which is a blessing for the Grand Old Party.’ – Niranjan Sahoo, senior fellow, ORF 

‘We all know that Kempegowda is the founder of Bengaluru. “Kempegowda” is the middle name of D.K. Shivakumar. As chief minister of Karnataka, if only he were to keep a small statue of the legendary Kempegowda on his desk and get inspired every day to follow in Kempegowda’s footsteps to build a grand modern Bengaluru, the people of the state would consider themselves blessed.’ – P. Ramakrishna Upadhya, senior journalist

‘One of the rare books that captures D.K. Shivakumar’s story aptly, as one of astute political survival – of a man who hardly sleeps, studies his rivals more than his friends, and believes as much in ground connections as in networking. There aren’t many staunch Congress leaders who can balance personal faith with the party’s core ideology the way he does.’ – Vasudha Venugopal, editor (politics), NDTV
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Foreword

After shock defeats for regional parties like the Trinamool Congress in West Bengal and the DMK in Tamil Nadu in the assembly elections in 2026, the Opposition will need to fight fires and wage existential battles in the run up to the next Lok Sabha elections in 2029. Already, at the time of writing this, Mamata Banerjee, once considered a firebrand, has lost not just the election but control of her party with a large section of legislators and parliamentarians leaning towards the BJP. The numbers are set to change in parliament if the TMC MPs flip loyalties and the DMK remains ambivalent, vowing issue-based support to the centre. 

In this situation, the Congress, previously jousted by smaller non-BJP parties, finds itself in a potentially pivotal role again in the Opposition bloc. Given its shrinking national footprint, by itself, finding primacy among parties opposed to the BJP does not mean much. The BJP and its allies lead 21 states in India in 2026, accounting for nearly 73 per cent of the country’s geographical area and 78 per cent of the population. In 16 of these, the BJP controls the reins of power by itself. By contrast, the Congress, which dreamt of a resurgence after the BJP fell below the majority mark in the 2025 general elections, has stumbled and tripped its way through a series of defeats in the state elections that followed. The Congress now leads governments by itself only in four states – Himachal Pradesh, Kerala, Karnataka and Telangana – and is a junior partner to regional parties in three other states, Jammu and Kashmir, Jharkhand and Tamil Nadu. 

As politics stand today, the Congress is increasingly a party of the south, bringing into sharp focus the subject of this book: D.K. Shivakumar (DKS). His rise to the post of chief minister of Karnataka, is also the story of a party desperately trying to shake off its status quo staleness and alter the way it takes decisions. 

Every journalist who has reported on the Congress knows three things. After the death of Sonia Gandhi’s political secretary, Ahmed Patel, the one name constantly cited as the party’s troubleshooter is DKS. Known as one of Karnataka’s most resourceful and wealthy politicians for years now, DKS, has often been deployed as the party’s crisis manager. He has been pulled into states outside of Karnataka – Gujarat, Maharashtra, Himachal Pradesh, among them – especially when it comes to shielding legislators from inducements and poaching by political rivals. 

As Rasheed Kidwai’s riveting portrait of D.K. Shivakumar reminds us, the latter sat in pouring rain outside a hotel in Mumbai in 2019, refusing to leave, till he met with 10 rebelling MLAs from the Congress and the JD(S). He was eventually dragged away by the police. 

He has been dogged by controversy through his political life, spending 50 days in custody in Delhi’s Tihar jail after being arrested by the Enforcement Directorate. With assets worth over `1,400 crore, Shivakumar has now become India’s wealthiest chief minister, overtaking Chandrababu Naidu. He is also India’s third richest MLA. 

As Rasheed Kidwai – always an incisive chronicler of Indian politics – so accurately captures in this book, Shivakumar’s new innings as chief minister also underscores the churn within the Congress party. Kidwai also takes us deep inside the Congress decision-making process and how and why the party has been forced to change. 

Previously, the Congress squandered opportunities in states like Rajasthan and Punjab, unable to resolve internal differences and competing ambitions within the party. Much like a plodding, overstaffed government-run entity, the Congress is accustomed to moving at a snail’s pace. It has long believed that to do nothing is the best form of doing something. Multiple Congress leaders have often complained that getting time with Rahul Gandhi is a bigger challenge than competing in and winning elections. The coterie around him that exercises control and manages his time has routinely triggered exasperation and irritation in the party rank and file. 

Of late, perhaps jolted by the rise and rise of the BJP, the Congress appears to be finally ready to embrace some change. The first sign of this was in Kerala after the assembly elections, when the man considered to have Rahul Gandhi’s ear did not become chief minister. When the party chose V.D. Satheesan over K.C. Venugopal, it was a significant break from the norm. There were whispers that it was Priyanka Gandhi’s decision that prevailed over Rahul Gandhi’s. This does not mean that there is a political rift between the siblings, known to keep their trust within a tightly held circle of family and friends. But it did point to an acknowledgment that the party could no longer be managed from the so-called ‘high command’ in Delhi. The decision on Satheesan was an acknowledgment of sentiment on the ground in Kerala. 

Then came the decision in Karnataka. For months now, supporters of Shivakumar were restless and dropped broad hints to journalists that if the Congress did not act soon, Shivakumar could break away to form his own regional party. The Gandhi family continues to place a high premium on loyalty and Shivakumar ticked all the boxes on that score. But in a party where the ambition of regional satraps has never been explicitly rewarded, the party was forced to make space for the aspirations of D.K. Shivakumar. 

Shivakumar has never hidden his plans. In 2023, when Siddaramaiah was made Karnataka’s chief minister, I met Shivakumar in Delhi. He made no bones about the fact that he did not think of Siddaramaiah as his boss. ‘I don’t work in the Boss System, Siddaramaiah is my colleague,’ he told me, unflappable and ever-smiling. He made it clear that he had been assured of a rotational chief-ministerial arrangement and halfway through Siddaramaiah’s term, the reins of power would be handed over him. 

As the months passed, it seemed as if the Congress were dragging its feet again. That is till the results of the assembly elections, where the BJP’s big Bengal win and a massive defeat for the DMK–Congress alliance, shook the party out of its stupor. First came the decision to abandon the DMK and embrace the debutant chief minister Vijay in Tamil Nadu. Then came the decision in Kerala. And finally, the swift gear shift in Karnataka. 

Rasheed Kidwai is a prolific author with unprecedented access to insider accounts and delicious nuggets of information. But even for a writer of his skill, it is not easy to write the biography of a living person still at the possible peak of his political career. 

Outside of Karnataka, everyone knows of D.K. Shivakumar, but no one really knows anything about him. In this textured and keenly told portrait, we are told the story of a Congressman who may have a key role in defining the fate of his party in the years to come, controversies, flaws, et al. 

It is a must read for any student of politics. 

Barkha Dutt 

New Delhi, 9 June 2026







Preface

The contours of Indian politics are often defined by those who command the crowds, but are mastered by those who command the internal machinery. In the high-stakes political theatre of Karnataka, few figures loom as large or as resilient as Doddalahalli Kempegowda Shivakumar. Known to the masses as D.K. Shivakumar, or more endearingly as Kanakapurada Bande (The Rock of Kanakapura), his journey is not merely a chronicle of electoral victories, but a masterclass in political survival, strategic audacity and the art of being a troubleshooter. 

Shivakumar’s life has all the ingredients – some neatly stacked, others strewn in a haphazard manner – that make for a treasure trove of fascinating stories: drama, suspense, successes, failures, great friendships and tragic betrayals, dead-ends and opportunities. This book seeks to peel back the layers of a man who has become synonymous with the modern-day Indian National Congress in south India. 

Born in 1962 into a modest agrarian family in Karnataka’s Vokkaliga heartland, Shivakumar’s ascent in politics was never something that could be taken for granted. From his early days as a firebrand student leader to his present-day status as one of India’s wealthiest and most influential politicians, his life has followed the arc of a classic political epic – complete with meteoric rises, periods of intense scrutiny and an uncanny ability to turn the tide when his as well as his party’s backs were against the wall. 

Karnataka’s political arena has never had a dearth of colossal leaders, whether from within or outside Congress. Shivakumar started his political journey when the Congress, India’s grand old political omnibus institution, was going through a generational shift after the passing of Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru. Leaders like D. Devraj Urs and H.D. Deve Gowda were working out permutations and combinations to cement their own positions under the then prime minister, Indira Gandhi. The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) was not in existence then but the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) and its affiliate organizations, as well as a nascent Janata Party also provided options outside the realm of the Congress. 



Like many of his contemporaries, Shivakumar had to navigate a political arena that was in flux, where command, control and lines of power affiliation were getting defined as fast as they were getting redefined. 

To understand D.K. Shivakumar is to understand the grit required to navigate this intricate intersection of business, caste and power. In the following pages, we explore the milestones that define him: his legendary breakthrough in 1989 at the age of twenty-seven; his role as a resort shepherd for legislators from Maharashtra to Gujarat; and his relentless drive during the 2023 Karnataka Assembly Elections, where he steered the Congress to a historic mandate. 

This account is more than a record of Shivakumar’s ministerial portfolios. It also examines his ‘Bande’  persona – a leader who prides himself on being unyielding but also dependable. It delves into the controversies that have shadowed his career, from high-profile investigations to the months spent in Tihar Jail, from where he emerged not as a man defeated, but as a more resolute and determined leader in the eyes of his loyalists. His story is a testament to a specific brand of Indian political leadership: one where organizational loyalty is a religion unto itself, and management is the ultimate skill. 



In the end, Shivakumar emerges as a man of contradictions. He is the strategist who can stitch together fragile coalitions and the strongman who stands firm against formidable ideological opponents. He is devoted to temples and tradition, while remaning a modern architect of urban development in a global city like Bengaluru. 

Whether you view him as a polarizing force or a political visionary, there is no denying that D.K. Shivakumar is a central pillar in the political architecture of the twenty-first century Karnataka. This biography takes you inside the strategy rooms, the rural rallies and the private moments of a man who refuses to be shaken. It tells the story of the Rock who is catapulted to a bigger landscape and has weathered every storm to become the chief minister of Karnataka. Shivakumar has exemplified Rahul Gandhi’s social media post where the latter quoted Leo Tolstoy, ‘The two most powerful warriors are patience and time.’
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Understanding Karnataka Politics

Karnataka politics since 2014, in the Narendra Modi era, reflects a fascinating interplay of traditional loyalties, evolving demographics, economic aspirations and the influence of national political currents. In a shift from the fragmented mandates of the past, the decisive mandate for the Indian National Congress (INC) in the 2023 assembly elections underscored the electorate’s desire for tangible welfare measures and a desire for stable governance.

The Congress government in the state is faced with the arduous task of translating its electoral promises into sustainable development, while the BJP seeks to regroup and redefine its strategy for the state. The Janata Dal (Secular) [JD(S)], on the other hand, is at a crossroads, needing to find renewed purpose and broader appeal to avoid further marginalization.

In 2025, JD(S), led by former prime minister H.D. Deve Gowda, celebrated its silver jubilee. Since its formation in 2000, the JD(S) has been oscillating between kingmaker, survivor and outlier marks, thanks to the caste arithmetic of Karnataka. Sugata Srinivasaraju, author of Furrows in a Field: The Unexplored Life of H.D. Deve Gowda, argues how JD(S) has been a valuable ally of the BJP.

Both H.D. Kumaraswamy and Deve Gowda enjoy a great relationship with Modi and Amit Shah. You cannot dispense [with] JD(S) even though they may not win 100 seats [in Karnataka assembly elections] on their own or even contest as many. The general elections proved that in 2024. At least eight of the seats the BJP won in 2024 were because of a solid vote transfer from the JD(S).

As Karnataka continues its journey as an economically significant and politically vibrant state of the Indian Union, its political landscape promises to remain dynamic, shaped by the aspirations of its diverse populace and the strategies of competing political forces.

For political parties, Karnataka is not just another state; it is a strategically important battleground that shapes national narratives, influences electoral outcomes beyond its borders and provides a crucial foothold in an economically significant and politically diverse region of India. The state and its capital, Bengaluru, are economic powerhouses. Controlling such a prosperous state provides access to substantial financial resources, influence over industrial policies, and opportunities for development projects – all of which can be leveraged for political gain and for dominating national narratives.

The players and their evolving fortunes

In India’s political domain, Karnataka has a dynamic landscape marked by shifting alliances, intense electoral battles, and the interplay between national narratives and local issues. To understand its voter behaviour, it is important to examine the socio-economic and demographic factors that shape the strategies and policy directions of political actors.

The INC, the BJP and the JD(S) dominate this landscape. Of these, the INC’s presence has always been strong. After being out of power and undergoing a period of coalition government in 2004 and 2018, both of which collapsed, the party emerged victorious in the May 2023 assembly elections, winning 135 out of 224 seats. This was the INC’s biggest win in terms of seats and vote share since the 1989 elections.

In the post-election public discourse, three factors emerged to explain this victory – the INC’s focus on welfare schemes (the ‘guarantees’), a united leadership under D.K. Shivakumar and Siddaramaiah and an effective counter-narrative to the BJP’s Hindutva plank. The BJP’s central leadership was quick to identify the key factor behind Congress’s victory – the united leadership of Shivakumar and Siddaramaiah. Hence, it was important for the BJP to fan the story of discord.

But such stories were not convincing enough to engineer the defection of at least 24 Congress MLAs, which was required to topple the government, especially against a man like Shivakumar, who is a master at this game, capable of upsetting the BJP on its own turf. The emergence of Shivakumar and Siddaramaiah also signified Congress’s strong bench strength, much stronger than that of its rivals.



Although the BJP had gained ground in Karnataka over the past two decades, especially north Karnataka and urban areas across the state, it won only 66 seats in the 2023 assembly elections. This was a setback for a party that had formed governments, even if it was often through defections and coalition arrangements. The people of Karnataka were no longer convinced by the party’s messaging built around nationalistic themes, development issues and the appeal of Prime Minister Narendra Modi. Moreover, the BJP was not free from leadership struggles at the state level.

The JD(S) is the third pole in Karnataka’s politics. Once a formidable regional force, particularly in the Old Mysore region, its influence has been on the wane. In the 2023 elections, the JD(S) won only 19 seats there. The party has struggled to expand beyond its traditional strongholds and a few dominant caste pockets. Its reliance on family-centric politics and shifting alliances has also contributed to voter fatigue. With the JD(S)’s influence weakening, Karnataka’s political landscape has turned bipolar, divided between the Congress and the BJP, especially after the 2023 elections.



The evolving trends in Karnataka

The 2023 assembly elections highlighted several trends. The election results indicated an anti-incumbency wave against the BJP. Corruption, governance failure and inflation were key issues driving this wave. Taking advantage of this tailwind, political strategist Sunil Kanugolu [head of political consultancy firm Inclusive Minds] and Naresh Arora [head of Design Boxed, another poll management firm] came up with several catchy campaigns that set the poll narrative in Karnataka in the run-up to the 10 May 2023 assembly elections. 1 One of the campaigns centred around allegations of BJP leaders demanding a 40 per cent cut from contractors. There was also the ‘Pay CM’ campaign – a play on the name of the digital payments’ app Paytm – insinuating corruption.2 

The spotlight on corruption was complemented by Congress’s guarantee schemes – promises of free bus travel for women, 200 units of free electricity and monthly financial aid to women heads of households.3 Such measures influenced voter behaviour in Karnataka, particularly among women and economically vulnerable sections. For the Congress, this marked a return to a welfare agenda – a policy the party appears to have adopted at the central level as well. The 2023 results also revealed a consolidation of votes in favour of the Congress, with fewer instances of fractured mandates than what was witnessed in earlier elections.

Before we take up in detail the interplay of caste dynamics in Karnataka politics, it is relevant to note that the 2023 elections saw the rise of a strong leader from the Vokkaliga community – Shivakumar – coinciding with the fading of another leader from the same community – H.D. Deve Gowda. The question that follows is: Can a national party with a strong grassroots leadership and organization replace a personality-driven regional party like the JD(S), if it taps into state-level issues and offers clear alternatives?

The influence of caste and religion

Caste and religion continue to define political identity and mobilization in Karnataka. The Lingayats (predominantly in north and central Karnataka) and Vokkaligas (predominantly in the Old Mysore region of south Karnataka) remain influential communities in terms of political representation and manoeuvring.



The Lingayat community is a prominent, influential religious group in Karnataka (approximately 21 per cent of the state population), characterized by their monotheistic worship of Shiva and adherence to the twelfth-century social reformist philosophy of Basavanna. They promote social equality, rejecting caste distinctions, Vedic authority and traditional Hindu rituals.

The Vokkaligas are a dominant agricultural caste group in Karnataka comprising approximately 15 per cent of the state’s population. They are designated as Other Backward Classes (OBC) in Karnataka and influence the politics of Old Mysore.

Both the BJP and the Congress court these groups. The BJP has historically maintained strong ties with the Lingayat community, while the Congress has sought to balance its appeal across various caste groups, including Vokkaligas and the OBCs. The JD(S) draws its primary strength from the Vokkaliga community.

Shivakumar was able to wean off a substantial part of the Vokkaliga community to strengthen the Congress’s AHINDA plank (a Kannada acronym for Alpasankhyataru, Hindulidavaru, Dalitaru – minorities, backward classes and Dalits). This was achieved even as Karnataka was witnessing a rise in Hindu nationalism, championed by the BJP, which led to religious polarization in the state. Issues like the hijab controversy, temple politics and cow protection laws, at times, dominated public discourse, seeking to consolidate Hindu votes. However, the 2023 election demonstrated that while these narratives exist, they may not always override economic concerns and welfare promises at the state level.

Even within dominant castes, subcaste dynamics play a role, as seen in the Panchamasali Lingayat agitation. The agitation intensified on 24 December 2024, when police stopped protesters from the Panchamasali Lingayat community from marching towards the state assembly. Community leaders like the pontiff of the Kudalasangama Panchamasali Math, Basava Jayamruthyunjaya Swami, were demanding inclusion in the 2A category. The community is currently in the 3B category, which entitles them to only 5 per cent reservation in government jobs and educational institutions. Migration to the 2A category would increase this reservation to 15 per cent. The BJP is supporting this agitation.

Caste politics in Karnataka is a deeply entrenched and complex phenomenon, significantly shaping electoral outcomes, policymaking and the overall political landscape of the state. It involves a dynamic interplay of historical dominance, social movements and strategic political manoeuvring. Historically, Lingayats and Vokkaligas have been two major caste groups wielding immense political and economic influence.

The Lingayats, mainly in north and central Karnataka, are a significant community, comprising approximately 11–17 per cent of the population. They have traditionally been a strong support base for the BJP, particularly under leaders like B.S. Yediyurappa. Their influence extends to over 70 assembly constituencies, and they have a strong presence in educational and economic institutions.

The Vokkaligas of south Karnataka, are a powerful agrarian community (estimated to form around 10–15 per cent of the population). They have historically been strong supporters of the JD(S). Their influence is crucial in about 70–80 assembly constituencies, with dominance in districts like Mandya, Hassan and Mysuru.

These two communities – while not numerically the largest – have historically controlled land and resources, translating their economic power into political clout. Political parties actively court their leaders and community organizations (such as the All India Veerashaiva Mahasabha for Lingayats and the Rajya Vokkaligara Sangha for Vokkaligas) to secure their votes.

The AHINDA strategy and backward class mobilization

To counter the dominance of Lingayats and Vokkaligas, the Congress deployed the AHINDA strategy. Attributed to Siddaramaiah, the caste combination AHINDA is a Kannada acronym for Alpasankhyataru (minorities), Hindulidavaru
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