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Cultural Politics, Identity Crisis and Private Capitalism in Coal
Mines of Meghalaya, Northeast India
Overview
This paper traces the discourse on cultural and identity politics among
the indigenous tribal communities of Meghalaya, a small state in
Northeast India, and how it has shaped the contemporary political
economy surrounding the existing mining communities. Mining and its
allied development activities, which has been responsible for
generating livelihoods both for the indigenous communities occupying
the mining sites and the migrant plain population, has, in recent
years, become a bone of contention between environmental groups,
local people, pressure groups and the wider public. This case study
looks at coal mining activity in Khasi Hills, in central Meghalaya, and
the proposed plans for uranium exploration by UCL (Uranium
Corporation of India Limited) in Domsenait.
Introduction
Dipping into the murky waters of cultural politics in the resource extraction sector, this
case study focuses on the private entrepreneurs, who also represent the emerging tribal
gentry class, and their tight grip on local resources. By cleverly disguising their demands
in the emotive language of ‘loss of livelihood’ and customary land rights for the indigenous communities, they have effectively gained control of much of the local resources.
The moral economy of the local political elite’s ‘micro–politics’ masks deeper issues such
as mine-related environmental degradation, and the need for tighter regulations over the
widespread practice of illegal, indiscriminate and inefficient rat hole mining. To gain a
deeper understanding of the socio-political context, it’s
important to look at the conflict of interest within the people’s resistance to mining regulations that are perceived as
threats to their cultural autonomy and customary rights over
local resources.
On the one hand, the local community passionately protest
against uranium mining operations, and its potential threat
to human health and the environment. At the same time,
however, the same social group strongly resists environmental regulations that curb indiscriminate private coal
mining operations that threaten public health and are ecologically destructive.

Meghalaya local shows
the effects of a lifetimes
of chewing betel nut.
1

INSIDE THIS CASE
STUDY:
Introduction

1

Theoretical Background

2

Coal Mining Realities in Meghalaya

10

Conclusion

23

To fully understand why the local community takes a contradictory position on particular institutional intervention and
development processes, we have to look closely at how
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Continued from page 1 - Introduction
population, and their ongoing identity crisis.
By cloaking their actions in the language of
‘indigenous rights’, the local gentry, with
the backing of pressure groups, justify their
misappropriation and accumulation of capital at the expense of both local and migrant
mining labourers’ rights to a basic livelihood
and minimum wages.

The paper goes beyond the duality of the
‘environment versus development’ debate,
interpreting the emerging crisis in the framework of cultural politics of resource appropriation under the new moral economy of
customary rights, and tribally-controlled
informal mining activity that often operates
outside the boundaries of state law.

Theoretical Background
Introduction
This paper is based on a project I participated in that followed the trials and tribulations of a handful of small informal coal
mining communities in the state of Meghalaya, in Northeast India (see Maps on page
7). This study questions Anderson’s (1991)
idea of the ‘Imagined Community’1 which
portrays tribal societies as static, reinterpreting their reality as dynamic and constantly changing.
In this respect, this paper aligns itself with
the renowned British academic, EvansPritchard’s, argument that history and the
individual both play a central role in the
evolution of a community’s evolution, and

that the only way to really understand unfamiliar cultures was to think the same way as
the subjects2.
This notion runs counter to the popular theory of Structural Functionalism advanced by
Evans-Pritchard’s contemporary, RadcliffeBrown, which sees the individual as irrelevant in the overall equation.
Although he sparked controversy in the anthropological arena, Evans-Pritchard’s theory
encouraged younger social scientists to apply
a daring, new approach when interpreting
unfamiliar cultures, looking at them as dynamic systems shaped by the individuals
themselves.

“By cloaking their
actions in the
language of
‘indigenous
rights’, the local
gentry, with the
backing of
pressure groups,
justify their
misappropriation
and accumulation
of capital at the
expense of both
local and migrant
mining labourers’
rights to a basic
livelihood and
minimum wages.”

1

In his pivotal work ‘Imagined Communities’ (1991), political scientist Benedict Anderson argues that all communities
larger than primordial villages of face-to-face contact (and perhaps even these) are imagined. Although Anderson concerns himself with the rise of nationalism and its particular version of the imagined community, his call to distinguish
such communities by the style in which they are imagined is a promising framework for analysing and describing the
features of any given ‘imagined community’.
2

Evans-Pritchard was one of the first classical anthropologists to talk about the importance of history and the individual
when analysing so-called ‘primitive communities’. In his little known work, The Senusi of Gyrenaica, he looks at Libya’s
political history, interpreting the contemporary struggles between Libyan grazers and migrating herders in a novel way
that broke away from the popular belief that anthropology is a natural science. Instead, he suggested that it be understood as one of the humanities, and that to really understand an unfamiliar culture you had to get inside the subjects
head, and see the world through their eyes. Source: http://www.as.ua.edu/ant/Faculty/murphy/function.htm.

Meghalaya: An Overview
Meghalaya is a small state in Northeast India. The word "Meghalaya" literally means "The Abode of Clouds"
in Sanskrit and other Indic languages. Meghalaya is a hilly strip in the eastern part of the country about
300 km long (east-west) and 100 km wide, with a total area of about 22,429 km². According to the 2000
consensus, the population numbered 2,175,000. The state is bounded on the north by the state of Assam
and by Bangladesh on the south. The capital is Shillong, with a population of 260,000.
About one third of the state is forested. The Meghalaya subtropical forests eco-region encompasses the
state; its Montane forests are distinct from the lowland tropical forests to the north and south. The forests of Meghalaya are notable for their biodiversity of mammals, birds and plants.
Note: Montane is a bio-geographic term referring to the cooler highland areas below the tree line.
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Tribal Populations Are Dynamic, Not Static
This case study deals with complex sociopolitical factors, so to get a tighter grip on
the issues it helps to take a quick glance at
the theory behind these kinds of studies.
Since anthropology became a field of study,
experts have been defining tribal communities as exotic, homogenous and egalitarian.
This romanticised notion reflects a historically static – or a historical – view of tribal
societies, when in reality they are dynamic
populations with complex ritualistic and
social practices that are continuously evolving.

The paper challenges the conventional view,
using a handful of small indigenous coal mining communities located in the highlands of
Meghalaya as proof that these populations
make up a socially complex and vibrant ethnoscape. By contesting the popular notion
that tribal spaces are geographically isolated, this paper looks afresh at the relationship between the state and local power elites, revealing that the lines are often
blurred between the traditional roles of the
state and tribal leaders. In reality, these
communities are not as isolated as you might
expect.

Colonial Powers Played on Ethnic Divisions for Self-interest
Since the colonial era, colonial authorities
worked closely with foreign anthropologists
when drafting state policies so they often
reflected the fashionable social science
theories of the day. The introduction of the
3

Inner Line Regulation of 1873 , which conferred special status to Backward Areas4,
helped generate a popular sentiment in the
study area of Northeast India that there was

a deep rift between the marginalised and
largely indigenous highlanders, and the lowland population.
This dichotomy was perpetuated by colonial
powers who exploited the differences between the groups for their own advantage,
depicting the tribal groups as distinct from
the lowland peasants, and as primitive and
savage.

Colonial Powers Force Cultural Identity on Locals
By setting rigid spatial boundaries around
tribal areas, a sort of territorialism ensued,
with a cultural identity being foisted upon
an unwitting local population – an identity
which has guided post-colonial India’s protectionist policies. While this inflexible definition of ethnic identity, a form of ethnonationalism, has become the mainstay of
Northeast India’s cultural debate, it cannot
accommodate identities that fall outside the
shared cultural norms practiced by a par-

ticular community. A case in point is the
Adivasis5 who migrated as indentured labourers to work in the famous tea plantations of
upper Brahmaputra Valley in the neighbouring north-east state of Assam. Although originally defined as Scheduled tribes, these days
they find themselves excluded from Sixth
Schedule6 status, and are actually suffering
discrimination at the hands of local Scheduled tribes.

“This dichotomy
was perpetuated
by colonial powers
who exploited the
differences
between the
groups for their
own advantage,
depicting the
tribal groups as
distinct from the
lowland peasants,
and as primitive
and savage.”

3

The Inner Line Regulation was the first law enacted in Assam under the authority conferred by the statute 33 Vict;
chapter 3, which gives to the executive government of India power of summary legislation for backward areas. The regulation restricted the British subjects to proceed beyond a certain line drawn on the ground without necessary permission.
Although the Khasi hills were not demarcated by the inner line nevertheless they were recognised as backward areas by
the colonial government and reserved special status. In the post colonial period the Khasi Hills were brought under the
sixth schedule tribal areas whereby they reserved special rights to land ownership and customary practices. It was based
on the principle of positive discrimination in the constitution of India.

4

A Backward Area consists of Scheduled Tribes and Castes, also known as Adivasis and Dalits. These communities have
been marginalised and discriminated against by mainstream Indian society since time immemorial. According to constitutional provisions, these groups are afforded special treatment by the state in an effort to improve their deplorable existence.

5

A Ādivāsīs means "original inhabitants", and comprises a substantial indigenous minority of the population of India.
Indian tribals are also called Atavika (forest dwellers, in Sanskrit texts), Vanvasis or Girijans (hill people). These groups
make up the Scheduled Tribes of India.

6

The Sixth Schedule of the Constitution of India outlines the Provisions for Administration of Tribal Areas in the States
of Assam, Meghalaya, Tripura and Mizoram, which affords special treatment of the Scheduled tribes and castes, also
known as Adivasis and Dalits, in this area.
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Now Tribal Elite’s Turn to Exploit Ethnic Divisions to Expand Power Base
True, the Sixth Schedule status of the
Northeast hill states and the Inner Line
Regulations failed to stop migrants from
entering scheduled areas, and instead a
power structure has emerged with distinctive hegemonic traits. With the enactment
of the Sixth Schedule and Inner Line Regulations, the traditional role of the state has
faded and local power elites have jumped in
to take its place, exploiting the large gaps
in state policy for scheduled zones. In a
sense, these areas now enjoy semiautonomy, and local power elites evoke
deeply entrenched feelings of ethnonationalism among the local community.
Baruah (2003) explains that by stirring up
these sentiments they galvanise the local
community so they resist any external interventions, sometimes by violent means,
thereby protecting their own self-serving
interests from outside threats.
Strangely enough, although the tribal elite
often hype up the idea of an ethnically exclusive homeland, so they can assert their

dominance, at the same time they actively
recruit migrant workers as cheap labour for
the mines and quarries within the scheduled
zones. Ironically, many of these migrant
labourers originate from scheduled tribes
themselves, and they too have been sidelined and discriminated against by India’s
mainstream society throughout history.
But desperate for work, they set off on the
long journey into the scheduled regions of
Meghalaya’s highlands in search of a better
life.
Across the globe, where distinct ethnic
groups occupy the same land, groups have
the tendency of defining themselves in
terms of what the other group is not. From
the Francophone and Anglophone Canadians,
to the Muslims and Christians of the former
Yugoslavia, this scenario is played out in
almost every region, big or small, around
the world, with groups creating their identity as the polar opposite of neighbouring
ethnic, religious or socioeconomic groups.

“…stirring up
these sentiments
the tribal elite
galvanise the local
community so they
resist any external
interventions,
sometimes by
violent means,
thereby protecting
their own selfserving interests
from outside
threats.”

Colonial Influence on India’s Northeast Region
On a special focus paper on India’s North Easter Region, Indian academic Udayon Misra sheds more light on
how the British colonisers exaggerated ethnic divisions to push their own objectives. He explains: “With
the development of the tea, coal and petroleum industries in the Brahmaputra valley, the British embarked
on a forward policy aimed at bringing all the neighbouring tribes under their control. But, while the British
rulers took full advantage of territorial control of the Naga Hills to protect British interests in the Brahmaputra valley, considerations of expense deterred them from investing in the development of the hill regions.
“Instead of opening up trade and communication links with the Assam plains, a series of regulations were
introduced which pushed the Naga Hills into a virtual state of isolation. Measures like the Excluded Areas
Act, the Partially Excluded Areas Act and Inner Line Regulations though ostensibly aimed at protecting the
hill areas from the plainsmen, yet they virtually put an end to the interaction between the people of the
Brahmaputra valley and their hill neighbours. The Acts and regulations referred to here were various rules
created and implemented by the British to enable them to maintain a tight grip on conditions and populations in the region.
“The rules essentially regulated the ingress of plains dwellers and other Indian settlers into the region.
They were also to enable close monitoring of the local population, ostensibly for their own protection since
they were regarded as underdeveloped, and keep a check on the economic, political and social activities of
settler groups The Inner Line Regulations involves the issue of a permit by a local official which allows a
non-resident Indian to visit areas specified in the visitor’s application for a specific period; this is still valid
today and prevails in Nagaland, Arunachal Pradesh, Mizoram; for foreign nationals, there is the Restricted
Areas Permit which is issued by the Ministry of Home Affairs in New Delhi.”
Sourced from IDE-JETRO No.133 Sub-Regional Relations in the Eastern South Asia: With Special Focus on
India's North Eastern Region. Available at: http://www.ide.go.jp/English/Publish/Jrp/pdf/jrp_133_03.pdf
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Waters Muddied by Pro-Development versus Anti-Development Debate
These socio-political waters have been further muddied by the heated debate between the pro-developmental and antidevelopmental lobbies, which, somewhat
puzzlingly, do not represent fixed interests.
For instance, tribal elite, with the sometimes indifferent support of the local community, can sometimes sit on both sides of
the ‘development’ fence, depending on if it
matches their agenda.
Often the debate is shaped more by the
community’s engagement with mainstream

popular culture, being a knee-jerk reflex to
their fear of cultural assimilation and the
incursion of powerful outside forces on the
territory, rather than any real concern for
the surrounding natural environment.
But irrespective of the forces driving the
communities of Meghalaya’s highlands, state
interests are still very keen to tap into the
vast mineral resource deposits that have
been discovered in the region, and they are
doing everything in their power to convince
tribal leaders to give them access to these
riches.

Is State Development a Force for Good?
With large state-run enterprises applying
increasing power on local tribal leaders to
grant them permission to start mining in the
highlands, the question rises whether these
kind of large-scale projects are beneficial to
the local community in the long run? The
US-based academic, James C. Scott, doesn’t
think so. He argues that the state’s neverending push for a bigger economy and
grander development projects, driven by a
fiercely competitive free market global
economy, in the end does more harm than
good for small, relatively isolated communities.

Scott (1998), argues that these large-scale
development projects are counterproductive, and he sites the examples of collective
farms in the former Soviet Union and the
construction of Brazil’s capital, Brasilia,
which he feels were failures of enormous
magnitude. Scott feels that these statedriven projects are poorly planned and executed, looking for size rather than subtlety,
and ignoring the intricacies of the community and natural environment where the
project is being launched. This reflects the
state apparatus which is often burdened by
excessive rationalism and cumbersome bureaucratic incompetence.

Do the Indigent Accept their Fate Blindly, or Do they Resist?
In his work on the resistance of Indonesian
peasants to rule, Scott (1985) champions
the cause of the subordinate classes contesting Gramsci’s7 theory that ‘rather than
being coerced into inferior positions and
blindly accepting their fate, the indigent
are well aware of their situation, actively
resisting state hegemony’. Rather than seeing the peasants as impotent and fatalistic,
Scott views peasants as political and moral

actors defending their community’s values
and security8.
Although groundbreaking, Scott’s work can’t
fully explain how Meghalaya’s complex lowland-highland dichotomy emerged, or how
identity formation shapes the relationships
both within and between different ethnic
and geographic populations.

“Often the debate
is shaped more by
the community’s
engagement with
mainstream
popular culture...
rather than any
real concern for
the surrounding
natural
environment.”

“…the state’s
never-ending push
for a bigger
economy and
grander
development
projects... does
more harm than
good for small,
relatively isolated
communities.”

7

Antonio Gramsci (January 23, 1891 – April 27, 1937) was an Italian philosopher, writer, politician and political
theorist. A founding member and onetime leader of the Communist Party of Italy, he was imprisoned by Mussolini's Fascist regime. His writings are heavily concerned with the analysis of culture and political leadership and
he is notable as a highly original thinker within the Marxist tradition. He is renowned for his concept of cultural
hegemony as a means of maintaining the state in a capitalist society.
8

See James C. Scott’s book ‘The Moral Economy of the Peasant: Rebellion and Subsistence in Southeast Asia’,
1977, Yale University Press.
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Meghalaya’s Lowland-Highland Dichotomy
As Das and Poole (2004) point out, to truly
grasp the multifaceted cultural dynamics in
relationships between different ethnic and
social groups, there’s a need to look at the
transformations occurring within the individual, and the feelings stirred up in the
popular imagination. This popular imagination, or mindset, of the local populations in
Northeast India has been greatly influenced
by colonial-era policies that saw heavy investment in lowland areas, making them far
more attractive for migrant workers and
development than the neglected highland
regions.
Despite the fact that, historically, the lowlands have attracted much more money and
attention by both colonial and post-colonial
authorities, many migrant workers who find
themselves marginalised by the wealthier
lowland community have decided to migrate up into the highlands in search of
work. The local highland population have
responded ambivalently, enjoying the boost
to the local economy, but feeling threatened by the potential dilution of their local
culture and customs from outside and unknown forces.
Irrespective, the popular notion that the
lowland plains are the dominant regional
force, while the highlands remain disenfranchised and impotent is stronger than
ever. However the immigrants who make
the journey up into the highlands from the
surrounding plains are not necessarily
aware of this perceived polarity in highland-lowland power relations.
In spite of popular belief, buttressed by
generations of colonial and post-colonial
rhetoric depicting these highland communities as stagnant in socioeconomic terms,
the inflow of workers from outside the
scheduled zones has actually helped to
transform the region into quite a vibrant
cultural and financial centre offering many
employment opportunities. With the local
indigenous population reluctant to take on
poorly paid and labour-intensive jobs, eager migrant labourers have little problem
finding employment in the network of
mines and quarries dotting the hilly terrain.
This paper’s analysis of the ever-changing
‘tribal versus non-tribal’ or ‘highland versus
lowland’ relationship is located within this
contextual framework. As well as investi-

gating the differences between two unique
populations, we also explore how class divisions form within a given population. In this
case we’ll look at how class stratification
arises even within a tribal group. With the
dogged pull of neo-liberal economics driving
global demand for cheaper commodities,
it’s little surprise that the local elite are
cashing in on this potential bonanza, and
class divisions are forming where they previously didn’t exist.
Even though Meghalaya’s coal mining sector
has generated a thriving economy, built
largely on the back of migrant labourers,
locals are still wary of these outsiders, as
they threaten their fragile sense of cultural
identity. The local population’s existential
crisis, brought on by the influx of permanent settlers and itinerant workers, has
helped to create a socio-political environment where the traditional hegemon is neither the state nor the conventional aristocracy, but local power brokers.
By taking on the role as the guardians of the
community’s cultural identity, these selfappointed local leaders have asserted themselves as the rightful owners to the natural
resources that exist on their land, defying
the state’s traditional tenure over common
lands. This raises a number of important
questions. Who actually owns the land, the
state or the indigenous population? How is
the land being utilised, and are resourceextraction activities being carried out in an
environmentally responsible way? In the
end, who actually benefits from these resource extraction enterprises?

“Even though
Meghalaya’s coal
mining sector has
generated a
thriving economy,
built largely on
the back of
migrant labourers,
locals are still
wary of these
outsiders, as they
threaten their
fragile sense of
cultural identity.
The local
population’s
existential crisis,
brought on by the
influx of
permanent settlers
and itinerant
workers, has
helped to create a
socio-political
environment where
the traditional
hegemon is neither
the state nor the
conventional
aristocracy, but
local power
brokers.”

Workers outside a coalmine in Jaintia
Hills, Meghalaya. Source: http://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Meghalaya
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Gramsci’s View on Subordinate Groups
Gramsci’s views on the dynamics of
‘subordinate groups’ – Meghalaya’s highland
populations in this paper – are especially
relevant here. Paraphrasing Crehan (2002),
“Gramsci always recognised that subordinate groups are not homogenous, that they
have their hierarchies and inequalities, and
that it cannot be assumed that all the
members of these marginalised groups view
the world in the same way. Gramsci was
also aware that however isolated and seemingly remote communities might appear,
they are in fact embedded in broader political and economic realities. That these
populations are much more heterogeneous
than expected, coupled with the undeniable
fact that they are deeply embedded in the
surrounding and larger socioeconomic context raises the question of what kind of
analytical framework we should place these
communities that exist on the periphery of
mainstream society.”

In her critically acclaimed work, Gramsci,
Culture and Anthropology, Crehan (2002)
argues that anthropologists often misinterpret Gramsci’s idea of hegemony and power.
She feels that social scientists typically misrepresent indigenous communities as homogenous entities who have been exterminated, appropriated and marginalised by the
powerful state since time immemorial. Over
the years, colonial powers have cynically
perpetuated these false stereotypes of the
local population and indigenous peoples as
‘primitive and culturally inferior’ to justify
their cultural dominance and colonial rule.
Crehan (2002) argues that experts have overlooked the complex power relationships that
have evolved within these communities –
relationships that lead to class formation and
a multi-layered social structure. Although
these concerns have often been raised by a
handful of maverick anthropologists, it didn’t
become a major focus of debate until the
‘writing culture’ debate9 broke out in the
1980s10.

“She feels that
social scientists
typically
misrepresent
indigenous
communities as
homogenous
entities who have
been
exterminated,
appropriated and
marginalised by
the powerful state
since time
immemorial.”

9

The writing-culture debate in the 1980s marked a major step in deconstructing anthropology as an empirical discipline
and turned the anthropological attention towards the literary status of ethnographic texts as well as towards the political
implications of ethnographic representation.
10

The works of Edmund Leach, Political System of Highland Burma: A Study of Kachin Social Structure (1964), Eric
Wolf’s work on Europe and the People Without History (1982), and Gupta’s paper on Space, Identity and the Politics of
Difference that appeared in Cultural Anthropology (1992) challenges the perceived notion of indigenous communities as
homogenous and unitary.

Meghalaya

Map of the small state of Meghalaya located in
the Northeast of India, with Bangladesh to the
south and Assam to the north.

Map of Meghalaya State which is divided into seven districts –
South, East and West Garo Hills, East and West Khasi Hills, R-Bhoi,
and Jaintia Hills.
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Do Meghalaya’s Highland Communities Benefit from State Neglect?
Although these deprived highland communities often find themselves neglected by the
government, and missing out on much
needed investment, in some ways this has
benefited them. With the advent of policies
such as the Inner Line Regulation and the
Sixth Schedule designations for scheduled
tribes and castes in post-colonial Northeast
India, these remote indigenous communities
today enjoy a much greater degree of selfautonomy than other Indian communities,
holding control over most of the natural
resources that fall within their scheduled
zones.

With inadequate enforcement of state laws
and little or no presence of government representatives or law and order agencies, tribal
leaders have been given free rein to set-up
their own self-governing authorities, taking
control of the entire decision-making process. It usually takes generations for class
divisions to from, but in the case of Meghalaya’s highlanders this stratification is a recent phenomenon, so the clear-cut lines that
traditionally distinguish the aristocracy from
the commoners, in this case, are poorly defined.

Colonial-Era Western Influences Help Shape Local Politics
Even though the introduction of the Inner
Line Regulation by the British Raj, back in
the late 1800s, restricted entry of outsiders
into many tribal areas of Northeast India,
foreign Christian missionaries quickly spread
across the region. As well as converting
many of the locals to Christianity, they were
instrumental in introducing modern westernbased education to the local children11. The
church also helped to spread democratic

values, which have been reinforced in the
post-colonial era by various grassroots organisations, NGOs and welfare groups. This
new concept of representative politics has
helped shape the governing bodies in many of
the schedule six areas, although, like any
other dynamic political system, self-serving
interest groups jockey for power, and hierarchies quickly develop.

Meghalaya Locals Rally against International Pro-Environment Group
With a striking absence of state regulations,
the discovery of significant mineral resource
deposits in the highlands of Northeast India
meant these new local powers could gain
unrestricted access to all the resources,
cashing in on the mining boom. With state
legal provisions either not existing or being
poorly regulated, these remote highland
communities show little regard for nationwide regulations, employing unsafe and environmentally irresponsible mining practices.

The Meghalaya locals reacted with an unprecedented outburst of violence, and a tremendous public outcry ensued in response to
the state’s interference in the customary
rights to land use and exploration of mineral
resources. Despite this uproar, the Supreme
Court directed the state government to setup a regulatory mechanism that integrated a
workable mineral policy that enabled state
authorities to have more control over the
region’s mineral exploration activity.

In response to this brazen disregard for the
surrounding environment, in May 2006 the
Meghalaya Mountaineers Association filed a
Public Interest Litigation (PIL)12 in the Supreme Court against local mining operators
over concerns at the degradation of the
state’s limestone caves.

Although many saw the local’s heated protest
as a legitimate response to state intervention
in a region considered by many to be semiautonomous, others argue that the public
outcry was inappropriate, and a misreading
of the regional power structures.

“This new concept
of representative
politics has helped
shape the
governing bodies
in many of the
schedule six areas,
although, like any
other dynamic
political system,
self-serving
interest groups
jockey for power,
and hierarchies
quickly develop.”

“With a striking
absence of state
regulations, the
discovery of
significant mineral
resource deposits
in the highlands of
Northeast India
meant these new
local powers could
gain unrestricted
access to all the
resources, cashing
in on the mining
boom.”

11

With an army of priests and fat moneybags, the missionaries increased the strength of the Christian population
in Lushai Hills, in the mountainous district of Eastern Bengal and Assam, from 0.05 % in 1901 to 80.31 % in 1951.
Source: http://www.manipuronline.com/North-East/February2006/mizoram26_1.htm.
12

Public Interest Litigation, in Indian law, means litigation for the protection of public interest. It is litigation
introduced in a court of law, not by the aggrieved party but by the court itself or by any other private party.
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Tribal Area’s Absence of State Laws Can Lead to Right’s Abuse
State laws that apply to the rest of the
population are often unenforceable in remote indigenous communities throughout
the world, making it easy for these tribal
groups to hold on to their customary traditions. This is not always a positive thing, as
is the case of bad marriages in Pakistan’s
North-West Frontier Province, on the border
of Afghanistan. In these marriages, women
are bartered off as a form of ‘blood money’
in an effort to contain inter-tribal feuds.
This raises another important question: Is it
morally defensible to sacrifice your own
daughter to maintain a peaceful coexistence
with a rival clan, and avoid a vendetta?
Doesn’t this represent a violation of basic
human rights and gender discrimination? A
similar argument can be made for the case
of Meghalaya’s indigenous groups’ customary rights to the land and to the mineral
resource deposits. Is it justifiable for local
indigenous leaders to actively recruit migrant workers to work in their mines, and at
the same time treat them as second class
citizens just because they are outsiders?
Besides, the arrival of eager migrant workers is the main reason the local economies
in so many of these remote communities are
enjoying so much success, not to mention
the fact that village businessmen are grow-

ing fat while these despised outcasts slog
away in the mines.
Like the arranged marriages of Pakistan,
these discriminatory practices are brushed
aside by local leaders who say they’re simply defending their unique ethnic traditions
from being corrupted by outside forces.
Despite being marginalised by mainstream
Indian society throughout history, the local
populations are no more sensitive to the
plight of the migrant workers, many of
whom are from the so-called ‘backward
castes and tribes’ themselves, and in the
end the migrant workers become the real
victims.
Some argue that it’s crucial to preserve the
indigenous population’s traditional customs
so order is maintained in an increasingly
feudalistic system, not to mention to protect the local’s cultural identity, and ensure
a peaceful coexistence between communities. Others, however, argue that these discriminatory practices can’t be vindicated as
an attempt to defend their ethnonationalism. Rather, there’s an urgent need
to address the issue of segregation and intolerance in these indigenous communities.
This paper will now look at how this story
plays out in the coal mines of Meghalaya.

“... these
discriminatory
practices are
brushed aside by
local leaders who
say they’re simply
defending their
unique ethnic
traditions from
being corrupted by
outside forces.”

Nohkalikai waterfalls is the fourth highest in India and is located at about
15 kilometres from Bangladesh, in Cherrapunjee - the wettest place on
earth. Source: http://forum.skyscraperpage.com/
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Coal Mining Realities in Meghalaya
Life in the Rat-Holes of Meghalaya’s Highlands
Along with the practice of Jhum cultivation
or shifting agriculture, coal mining is the
other major economic activity in India’s
north-eastern state of Meghalaya. Coal mining commenced in Meghalaya about 200
years ago when the first mines were set up
in the region around the town of Cherrapunjee, or Sorha in the local dialect. Located in
the East Khasi Hills district, in the state’s
south-east, the town is famous for being the
wettest place on earth, holding the world

record for the highest rainfall in both a single month and year13.
Although these mines were abandoned some
time ago, over the years many other mining
operations have sprung up all across the
state. Colonial records pinpoint 1840 as the
year coal mining operations commenced in
the Khasi hills, as a commercial enterprise
led by Captain Lister, an agent of the British
East India Company14.

Local Miners Practice Crude Rat-Hole Mining
Since the earliest days of coal mining activity in the region, local miners have used a
traditional mining method known as ‘rathole’ mining. Primitive, hazardous and inefficient, this age-old practice generally
works as follows: First the land is totally
cleared by slashing and burning all vegetation, including undergrowth, and then miners dig out pits ranging from 5 to 100m to
expose the coal seam. After this tunnels are
burrowed into the seam sidewise to get
better access to the coal. Miners squeeze
into these cramped ‘rat holes’, wielding
crude tools to scoop out chunks of coal.

13

Since the earliest days of coal mining activity in the region, local miners have used a
traditional mining method known as ‘rathole’ mining. Primitive, hazardous and inefficient, this age-old practice generally works
as follows: First the land is totally cleared by
slashing and burning all vegetation, including
undergrowth, and then miners dig out pits
ranging from 5 to 100m to expose the coal
seam. After this tunnels are burrowed into
the seam sidewise to get better access to
the coal. Miners squeeze into these cramped
‘rat holes’, wielding crude tools to scoop out
chunks of coal.

“…the town is
famous for being
the wettest place
on earth, holding
the world record
for the highest
rainfall in both a
single month and
year.”

Guinness World Records 2005: p 51

14

See Phillemon E.P, (1995) Cherrapunjee the Area of Rain, Spectrum Publication, New Delhi: p 23. In this book
the author refers to the trade of coal between the Cherra region and the plains by the British. Preliminary assessment of coal by British Geologist revealed that the coal of Sorha was of exceptionally good quality, equal to
some of the English coals. The coal reserves of Sorha were estimated at nineteen million tonnes and its production was estimated around sixty thousand tonnes per year. From 1840 to 1844 it is estimated that the export
increased from 39,750 maunds to 90,940 maunds. One maund equals 40 kg.

Jhum Cultivation
Jhum cultivation or shifting agriculture has been practiced by the tribal groups in the north-eastern
states of India like Arunachal Pradesh, Meghalaya and Nagaland for generations. This system often
involves clearing of a piece of land followed by several years of wood harvesting or farming until
the soil loses fertility. Once the land becomes inadequate for crop production, it is left to be reclaimed by natural vegetation, or sometimes converted to a different long term cyclical farming
practice. This system of agriculture is often practiced by individuals or families, but sometimes
may involve an entire village.
Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jhum_cultivation
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Continued from page 10 – Coal Mining Realities in Meghalaya

Informal Coal Mining Operations Spread, Destroying the Environment
As previously mentioned, in an effort to
empower tribal communities in Northeast
India the state enacted the Sixth Schedule of
the Indian Constitution, which guarantees
that Meghalaya’s indigenous communities
living within scheduled areas are recognised
as the rightful owners of the natural resources falling within those areas. For this
reason, local indigenous communities have
direct control over the coal reserves, managing the exploration and extraction, selling
coal in local markets, and exporting across
India and to neighbouring Bangladesh.

pacts have led to protests in many parts of
India, including Uttaranchal, Orissa and Jharkand.”15

This legal provision has undoubtedly increased the local population’s selfconfidence, giving them greater control over
their own destiny. But a rocketing domestic
and global demand for cheap energy over
the last 30 years has seen the local coal
export market grow exponentially, and with
no state regulation in place local mine operators are keen to cash in on this boom. In
an effort to optimise output at a minimal
cost, these operators use environmentally
irresponsible and dangerous practices that
are having a devastating impact on the environment – a bioregion teaming with life,
including more than 600 endemic plant species.

Outlined in the WWF report is another severe
environmental impact directly attributed to
the opencast coal mining, “…sulfur-bearing
minerals common in coal mining areas are
brought up to the surface in waste rock.
When these minerals come into contact with
rain and groundwater, an acid leachate is
formed.

A recent WWF report entitled Coming Clean:
The Truth and Future of Coal in Asia Pacific predicts a grim future in relation to
India and China’s massive coal industry.
While China’s mines are often large-scale
underground operations, India’s mines are
usually small-scale opencast or ‘rat hole’
type set-ups, like the ones in Meghalaya.
The report identifies the major environmental impacts of these small-scale coal
mining activities.
The report explains, “Opencast mining requires the exploitation of large tracts of
land, and brings with it its own slew of environmental impacts, such as loss of vegetation and tree cover, erosion, dust pollution,
depleted forest cover and biodiversity, and
pollution of surface water bodies. Such im-

A 2006 publication by the Energy Foundation
goes on to say, “Once coal is mined, large
piles of waste materials cast aside when coal
is extracted from ore can form chemically
unstable, toxic mountains. Coal waste has
the potential to spontaneously combust,
leading to SO2 emissions, and rainwater runoff from piles of coal waste contaminates
groundwater.”16

This leachate picks up heavy metals and carries these toxins into streams or groundwater. This form of contamination is known as
acid mine drainage (AMD). AMD contamination renders water non-potable, harms
plants, animals and humans, and can corrode
structures like culverts and bridges.”
During mining operations large amounts of
shale are brought to the surface as a byproduct of coal cleaning. As Baruah (2008)
explains, iron pyrites in shale decompose
when exposed to air and water, and produce
sulphuric acid and ferrous hydroxide. Studies
by the Centre for Environmental Science,
North East Hills University, show that when
this toxic sludge flows into the surface and
underground water it can kill off aquatic life.

“Opencast mining
requires the
exploitation of
large tracts of
land, and brings
with it its own
slew of
environmental
impacts, such as
loss of vegetation
and tree cover,
erosion, dust
pollution, depleted
forest cover and
biodiversity, and
pollution of
surface water
bodies. Such
impacts have led
to protests in
many parts of
India, including
Uttaranchal,
Orissa and
Jharkand.”

Also the toxic litter from abandoned coal
mines can pollute fresh water bodies, including rivers, streams and streamlets.
With ever-expanding mining operations in
the area, a honeycomb network of rat holes
are threatening to cause massive land subsidence in the hilly terrain, just another looming environmental disaster.

Coal Miners in Bihar,
Northeast India. Courtesy
of Sebastião Salgado.

15

See WWF Report, Coming Clean: The Truth and Future of Coal in Asia-Pacific, available at http://
www.panda.org/news_facts/newsroom/index.cfm?uNewsID=112520.
16

Energy Foundation, “The True Social Cost of Coal: The external cost for the exploitation and utilization of coal
in China: a preliminary study,” 2006.
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Meghalaya’s History and Demographics
Meghalaya was formed by carving out the two districts of the state of Assam: the
United Khasi and Jaintia Hills, and the Garo Hills on 21 January 1972. Prior to attaining full statehood, Meghalaya was given a semi-autonomous status in 1970.
The Khasi, Garo and Jaintia tribes each had their own kingdoms, until they came
under the British administration in the 19th century. Later, the British incorporated
Meghalaya into Assam in 1835. The region enjoyed semi-independent status by virtue
of a treaty relationship with the British Crown.
Tribal peoples make up the majority of Meghalaya's population. The Khasis are the
largest group, followed by the Garos. These were among those known to the British
as "hill tribes". Other groups include the Jaintias, the Koch and the Hajong, Dimasa,
Hmar, Kuki, Lakhar, Mikir, and Rabha.
Meghalaya is one of three states in India to have a Christian majority with 70.3% of
the population practicing Christianity; the other two (Nagaland and Mizoram) are
also in the north-east of India. Hinduism is the next sizeable faith in the region with
13.3% of the population practicing it. A sizeable minority, 11.5% of the population
follow an ancient Animist philosophy (classified as other on the census). Muslims
make up 4.3% of the population as well.
Source: 2001 Indian Census. Available at: http://www.censusindia.net/religiondata/

Continued from page 11 – Coal Mining Realities in Meghalaya

Life in the Rat-Holes of Meghalaya’s Highlands
Although there have been many studies on
environmental mitigation strategies for
dealing with the ecological impacts of
small-scale coal mining operations across
India and the developing world, no in-depth
studies have looked into informal mining
operations in the state of Meghalaya. But
to really gain an insight into the relationship between these mining operations, and
the regional socioeconomic and environmental context, it helps to look at the land
tenure and private ownership systems in
place.
Even though it’s commonly accepted that
the community are the real owners of the
land and mineral deposits, traditional land
tenure customs are being cast aside in favour of privatisation. These days, tribal

elites quickly move in and occupy the land,
which they lease out to local contractors
who extract the coal on behalf of the mine
owner, with both parties divvying up the
profits.
In a scenario repeated across much of the
developing world, the bulk of the mining
profits are divided between the mining contractors and the owner, with a handful of
rupees trickling down to the labourers.
Instead they get paid on a commission basis,
earning about INR 800 (AUD 19.52) for every
5 tonnes of coal dug up. Extracting this
enormous amount of coal is a backbreaking
enterprise, and it can take more than a
month, depending on the number of miners
working the seam.

In a scenario
repeated across
much of the
developing world,
the bulk of the
mining profits are
divided between
the mining
contractors and
the owner, with a
handful of rupees
trickling down to
the labourers.

For further information visit the Artisanal and Small-scale Mining in Asia-Pacific Portal on http://www.asmasiapacific.org

Page 13

Continued from page 12– Coal Mining Realities in Meghalaya

Unlike Most Indian Mines, Meghalaya’s Mines Privately Owned
As well as the bigger operations, smaller
family-run coal mines are widespread across
the region, from the East Garo Hills in the
west to the East and West Khasi Hills in the
east, and the Jaintia Hills on the far-east
border with Assam. Unlike many other mining regions across India, most of Meghalaya’s coal mines are owned by private interests rather than the state. The fact that
the mines are privately owned, in combination with the absence of any legally binding

mining regulations, means that local mine
operators can easily employ reckless mining
practices that devastate the environment
and threaten worker’s safety.
But this flagrant disregard for the environment and the workers safety is unlikely to
change any time soon, as tighter regulations
would increase the cost of coal production,
cutting into the profits of the state’s biggest
export commodity and income earner.

“...this flagrant
disregard for the
environment and
the workers safety
is unlikely to
change any time
soon...”

Local Population Resents Influx of Migrant Workers
As mentioned above, although these itinerant populations are much more eager to
take on heavy labouring jobs, injecting
much needed income into the local economy, they often find themselves at loggerheads with the local indigenous community,
who perceive them as a direct threat to
their ethnic and cultural identity. The local
population has responded to the in-flooding
of migrants angrily, using tactics of intimidation to push the immigrants off their
land, which have often exploded into violent outbursts in both the coal mining areas
and in the labour camps17.
Some have even compared the locals’ behaviour to the ‘ethnic cleansing’ strategies

employed in some of the world’s most ethnically factious states.
Researchers rarely enter Meghalaya’s smallscale coal mines and surrounding settlements, to witness for themselves the hardships the labourers and their families face on
a daily basis. If they did, they would see that
a new ruling class has emerged out of a previously classless society. With the strong
backing of traditional leaders, the village
headmen, these local power elite quickly
seized control of much of Meghalaya’s mineral resources, cleverly playing on the issue
of ethnic identity to win the support of the
indigenous population at the expense of
migrant families.

“ ...these local
power elite quickly
seized control of
much of
Meghalaya’s
mineral resources,
cleverly playing on
the issue of ethnic
identity...”

17

See, The Statement report dated 13th of April 2007. In this news report the Federation of Khasi, Jayantia and
Garo People (FKJGP) pledged to flush out all non-tribal groups working in the coal mines in Meghalaya, branding
mine workers as criminals.

Meghalaya’s Geography
Geographically, the State of Meghalaya is also known as the "Meghalaya Plateau". It consists mainly of
archean rock formations. These rock formations comprise of rich deposits of valuable minerals like coal,
limestone, uranium and sillimanite. Meghalaya has many rivers. Most of these are rain-fed and are therefore seasonal. The important rivers in the Garo Hills Region are Daring, Sanda, Bandra, Bhogai, Dareng
and Simsang, Nitai and the Bhupai. In the central and eastern section of the plateau the important rivers
are Umkhri, Digaru, Umiam, Kynchiang (Jadukata), Mawpa, Umiew or Barapani, Myngot and Myntdu. In
the southern Khasi Hills Region, these rivers have formed deep gorges and some stunning waterfalls.
Sourced from www.mapsofindia.com/meghalaya/geography/index.html
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Continued from page 13 – Coal Mining Realities in Meghalaya

A Rare Glimpse into Meghalaya’s Informal Coal Mining Sector
In an attempt to shed light on the plight of
the workers toiling away in Meghalaya’s
informal coal mines, this paper takes a rare
glimpse into the lives of this destitute and
browbeaten population – a population
whose basic human rights are violated on a
daily basis, constantly facing the threat of
violent expulsion by resentful and xenophobic locals. Based on field interviews with
locals and migrant labourers, the study
revealed that most labourers have migrated
from the bordering states of Bihar and Assam, and the neighbouring countries of
Nepal to the north-west and Bangladesh to
the south (see Maps on page 7). While
shrewd local mine owners maximise their
profits by luring desperate itinerant labourers to work, paying them much lower wages
then the established market rate, these
migrant groups are pressured on the other
side by resentful and xenophobic locals.

But what makes this local community – comprising of scheduled tribes and castes who
have historically been marginalised by mainstream society – display so much hostility
against outsiders who have experienced the
same kind of discrimination? A number of
factors might help explain this situation.
There is a common feeling among the local
indigenous community that these outside
forces will trigger a demographic transformation that will, over time, see their unique
ethnic traditions evaporate, and they will be
assimilated into mainstream society. Also
they feel that their land is under threat from
the migrant population who will eventually
compete for scheduled tribal territory and
the existing natural resources. This helps
explain the violent skirmishes that frequently occur between locals and migrant
workers.

“...they feel that
their land is under
threat from the
migrant
population who
will eventually
compete for
scheduled tribal
territory and the
existing natural
resources.”

Migrant Workers Treated like Denizens
By fully exploiting their special scheduled
status, tribal elite are able to flout governmental regulations, disregarding the most
basic safety measures and ignoring minimum wage rate provisions. In this discriminatory socio-political climate, the mine
workers, who are mostly migrant labourers,
quickly turn into what Sanjib Baruah (2003)
refers to as denizens.

Sanjib Baruah’s paper argues that the migrant workers of Meghalaya’s tribal zones
are treated in much the same way as the
denizens of pre-20th century British Common
Law. Like these denizens, the liberties of
non-tribal populations of scheduled territories are severely restricted and they enjoy
no political or entitlements rights, facing the
constant threat of violent expulsion from the
scheduled areas where they’ve settled.

Baruah’s Denizens of Meghalaya
Baruah interprets the term denizen differently from its conventional meaning, revisiting English Common Law’s obsolete process of Denization. Under British law, a
foreigner could be granted denizen status giving them some privileges of British
subjects. Although denizens could buy land, they could not inherit it, and they had
no political rights; they could not be a member of parliament or hold any civil or
military office. While the restriction of the rights for non-tribal populations have a
very different history and rational, the particular limits, e.g. on rights of property
ownership, and access to public employment and elected office, have a lot in common with the former British laws applying to denizens.
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Migrant Workers Cross Borders in Search of Work in Meghalaya’s Mines
During discussion forums with locals from
the case study area of Laitrumbai village,
participants explained how desperate migrant labourers are willing to work for much
less than locals, dragging wage rates far
below minimum levels. Although these are
meagre salaries for local residents, for labourers travelling across the border in
search of work, mining jobs in the scheduled areas offer much better wages than
comparable jobs in Bangladesh, Nepal or
other north-eastern Indian states. For instance, other tribal groups, like the Rabhas
and Hajongs peoples, who live on the edge
of the western Meghalaya plateau, often
find it hard to get jobs in their local area.
They too, make the long and rugged trek
into the scheduled regions looking to snap
up one of the many labouring jobs in the
mines.
These migrant workers arrive in the highlands eager and ready to work, but they
usually end up living in the crowded and
squalid camps fringing the mines. These
migrants lead miserable existences where a
dozen sleep cheek by jowl in tumbledown
shelters offering very little protection from
the harsh conditions, and where temperatures can plunge below zero and monsoonal
rainfalls from deluges. But migrants con-

tinue to pour into the mining camps, despite
living in deplorable conditions, where
there’s no access to clean drinking water,
and neither hygienic latrines nor functioning
sewerage facilities.
To make matters worse, they are badly mistreated, marginalised and under-paid. But in
spite of this, these migrants have no legal
recourse, suffering in silence to avoid the
antagonising their bosses, determined to
hold on to their jobs. Also, the workers have
to deal with the unscrupulous coal mafia,
who have successfully cornered Meghalaya’s
coal trade in the absence of state regulatory
bodies. Although, somewhat surprisingly, the
coal mafia is run mostly by local women,
they’re as menacing as ever, and not to be
meddled with.
Profiting greatly from the mine operations in
the scheduled area, mine owners and members of this new coal mafia have seen the
rupees pour in, fuelled by ever-increasing
demands for cheap coal exports from
neighbouring states. Flush with success
they’ve now relocated to Shillong, Meghalaya’s capital city, and Jowai, the district
headquarters of Jaintia Hills, buying up
property and houses in rich suburbs.

“But migrants
continue to pour
into the mining
camps, despite
living in
deplorable
conditions, where
there’s no access
to clean drinking
water, and neither
hygienic latrines
nor functioning
sewerage
facilities.”

Transporting coal near Cherrapunjee. Photo credit David Squires.
Source: http://picasaweb.google.com/david.b.squires/Cherrapunjee/photo#5175667078724319538
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Cave Court Action Reflects Local’s Ambiguous Attitude towards Environment
As previously mentioned, controversy recently broke out when the international environmental group made up of caving experts
and scientists, Meghalaya Adventures Association, filed a Public Interest Litigation (PIL) in
the Supreme Court against dodgy mining operators on the grounds that their reckless
mining activities were endangering the ecologically sensitive cave systems around the
Nongkhliel area of the Jaintia Hills (Das
2007).
In an unexpected move, the Supreme Court
responded by instructing the state government to set up a taskforce to investigate the
organisation’s claim. There was a public outcry once the local community and interest
groups got wind of the injunction, and they
protested loudly that the action would put
many worker’s jobs and livelihoods at risk.
Local power elite and mine operators opposed new robust laws that regulated mining
practices and put a greater emphasis on environmental responsibility, and the worker’s
safety and rights. Again, mine owners

brushed aside their reckless mining practices
and scant regard for worker’s rights by saying
that they were only protecting the miners’
jobs.
Fuelled by deep-seated ethnocentric sentiments, and determined to keep a tight grip on
the regional resources, local leaders and business interests have fiercely defended the
scheduled area against the incursion of external state or privately-owned development
ventures.
Over the past few years, the region’s indigenous community have strongly resisted plans
by the state-owned Uranium Corporation of
India Ltd (UCL) to start exploring for uranium
within the scheduled zones. Although it’s hard
to deny the local community’s claim that future uranium mining operations put human
safety and the environment at enormous risk
due to radioactive waste contamination, they
become decidedly tight-lipped about the severe ecological and health impacts directly
linked to their own mining operations.

“Fuelled by deepseated
ethnocentric
sentiments, and
determined to keep
a tight grip on the
regional resources,
local leaders and
business interests
have fiercely
defended the
scheduled area
against the
incursion of
external state or
privately-owned
development
ventures.”

Locals Turn Green to Stop State from Setting-Up Uranium Mines
With strong support from the tribal population, local interest groups have combined
their forces, fervently petitioning the Meghalaya state government to ban any externallydriven uranium exploration or mining activity
in the future. Unfortunately this environmentally-conscious attitude quickly evaporates in

the context of the region’s locally-controlled
coal and limestone mining operations where a
toxic sludge of mine tailings and litter leaks
into the water systems and soil, and combining with acid leachate, renders water nonpotable, and kills off terrestrial and aquatic
plants and animals.

Government Says Resources Can only Be Exploited for Local Use
Underlying this multilayered socioeconomic
and political situation is the ever-present
question of who actually owns the land and
resources falling within tribal areas. Guha
(1989) and Bryant (1997), two prominent
academics, both explore these themes in
their studies on the relationship between
tribal groups in the Himalayas and Burma,
respectively, and land ownership rights. Ever
since the British East Indies Company started
expanding across what would become the
British Indian Empire, which encompassed
both the Himalayas and Burma, the colonialists developed a resources sector infrastructure that exploited the natural environment
in a radically different way, and on an infinitely larger scale, than ever before. These
books look at how this colonial legacy, which

is particularly relevant in Northeast India’s
tribal zones, is reflected in the postcolonial
resource politics and economics of these former colonies.
This debate over ownership rights has raged
on between the indigenous population and the
state government over ownership rights ever
since 1988, when a representative of Meghalaya’s tribal community argued in parliament
that the state had no jurisdiction over the
natural resources and land within scheduled
territory boundaries. The state backed down,
admitting, after the Supreme Court ruling,
that resources existing within the confines of
tribal zones could only be exploited by the
local community.

“... the colonialists
developed a
resources sector
infrastructure that
exploited the
natural
environment in a
radically different
way, and on an
infinitely larger
scale, than ever
before.”
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History and People – Meghalaya
The people of Meghalaya belong to some of the earliest communities on the Indian subcontinent. The Achiks
(popularly known as Garos) and the Hynniewtrep (or Khasis and Jaintias) are among the few communities in
the world that follow the matrilineal line of descent in the family under which lineage and ancestral property
passes down from mother to daughter. The people of Meghalaya are both hardworking and funloving, fond of
music and colourful rituals.
The other tribes inhabiting western Meghalaya are the Hajongs, Rabhas, Koch, Bodos and the Dalu. The Garos also inhabit the adjoining areas of the Khasi Hills district, besides Goalpara and Kamrup districts in Assam
and also Bangladesh. The Hajongs and Koch are found both in Meghalaya and Bangladesh. The Rabhas on the
other hand are widely distributed and are to be found in western Meghalaya, southern parts of Goalpara and
Kamrup districts in Assam and north Bengal. The Dalus were originally from Bangladesh, but later migrated to
the Garo Hills.
These communities are dependent on plough cultivation and their lifestyle is modelled after that of the peasantry of the Brahmaputra Valley and Bangladesh. In matters of social organisation they have changed considerably, though distinct traces of a matrilineal society are still available.
The Khasis and Jaintias are the only Austric-speaking groups in the Northeast. Their strictly exogamous matrilineal clans are called Kur or Jaid, and they follow the system of matrilocal residence. The youngest daughter
of a family, locally termed as Ka Khadduh, inherits all the household property and is regarded as the custodian of the family property. The role of the maternal uncle, however, in matters of property is quite dominant. Although the Jaintia Kings were Hindus earlier, over 70 percent of the Khasis, Jaintias and Garos have
accepted Christianity.
Source: http://www.c-nes.org/meghalaya

Khasi’s Traditional Costume
The traditional Khasi male dress is Jymphong or a longish sleeveless coat without collar, fastened by thongs in
front. Now, the Khasis have adopted the western dress. On ceremonial occasions, they appear in ‘Jymphong’
and dhoti with an ornamental waist-band.
The Khasi traditional female dress is called a jainsem
or a dhara, which are rather elaborate with several
pieces of cloth, giving the body a cylindrical shape.
On ceremonial occasions, they wear a crown of silver
or gold on the head. A spike or peak is fixed to the
back of the crown, corresponding to the feathers
worn by the men folk. The Jainsem consists of two
pieces of material fastened at each shoulder. The
Dhara consists of a single piece of material also fastened at each shoulder.
The day of celebration commemorates the foundation
of the Seng Khasi, a movement to preserve and conserve the Khasi belief, tradition and culture of the
indigenous tribes. The celebration starts with greetings to the ancestors of the community followed by a
procession accompanied by tabloids depicting the
culture of the people. Besides, folk songs, dances and
instrumental music are played during the celebration.

Commemoration day where traditional Khasi male
dresses are worn. Source: http://rikynti.blogspot.com/
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Despite Ban on Coal Exports, Trade Booms
This admission was made on the proviso
that the local community could only use
resources extracted within scheduled zones
for their own use, sapping the concession of
all its economic potential. Despite the ban
on trading outside the scheduled zones,
coal mining operations quickly spread across
the area, and there is now a bustling crossborder trade in coal both on the domestic
market, and in neighbouring states and
countries.
With no legal provisions holding the tribal
zones’ informal coal industry in check,
evading government check points is easy,
and coal traders can avoid paying government taxes on the coal hauled across the
border for the hungry export market. Even
though the income earned from coal exports entering Bangladesh are significant,
experts claim this is only the tip of the iceberg, as far as overall earnings from the
illicit coal trade go. But despite the state’s
determination to shut down the illegal coal
trade, the fact that officials recognise that
it exists is one step towards legitimising this
lucrative industry.
Not surprisingly, this black market coal

trade has attracted the attention of local
racketeers who muscle in on the business,
extorting protection money from coal traders. Traditionally, Mahajans, a north Indian
caste prominent in the business community,
make up the members of this mafia-style
organisation, but these days most of the
members come from the tribal groups themselves, and as mentioned previously, are
often women.
Local press reports that the north-east Indian coal mafias employ strong arm tactics,
often resorting to violent intimidation and
kidnappings to squeeze money out of the
coal traders, creating a climate of fear.
Again, by recognising these criminal activities, the state is giving them a degree of
legitimacy, rationalising them as the tribal
leaders’ natural right to assert their authority over their own population and other ethnic groups within the scheduled zones. Taking on dual roles, both as benefactors and
despots, these tribal leaders have instinctively taken over the traditional role of the
state. Paradoxically, tribal leaders now act
as both mine owners, and the politicians
representing the community’s interests.

Despite the ban on
trading outside the
scheduled zones,
coal mining
operations quickly
spread across the
area, and there is
now a bustling
cross-border trade
in coal both on the
domestic market,
and in
neighbouring
states and
countries.

Mum run coal venders ply their wares by the side of the road. Photo credit David Squires.
Source: http://picasaweb.google.com/david.b.squires/Cherrapunjee/photo#5175667078724319538
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Do Locals really Care about State-Run Developments on Tribal Lands?
Some academics argue that the strong resistance to externally-driven development projects that is so common in tribal areas across
the world may not actually be an honest
representation of how the local community
actually feel. Breaking away from mainstream opinion, these sceptics suggest that
local communities are often unconcerned
with the environmental and social impacts of
these kinds of development schemes, or who
owns the local resources.
Self-serving tribal elites, however, have a lot
at stake, and in an effort to protect their
interests and their control over local resources, they try to convince locals that
these outside forces threaten their very existence. By tapping into the community’s ingrained ethnocentric sensibilities, they play
on age-old fears that the state will once
again subjugate the local population if
they’re given freedom to develop within the
scheduled zones. In reality, say the sceptics,
the tribal elites are acting purely out of selfinterest, and are stirring up feelings that
might not have otherwise existed.
Duncan McDuie-Ra, an Australia-based social
scientist, agrees with these sceptics, and
attempts to debunk what he calls a myth,
using the state’s plan to develop uranium
mining in Meghalaya to support his argument.
McDuie-Ra (2007) interviewed several members from villages in the Khasi Hills Districts,
in central and eastern Meghalaya, to gain an
insight into how “…identity politics, power
relations and existing inequalities both between and within communities affect the
ability of formal and informal organisations…” to deal with the causes of regional
instability18.
As McDuie-Ra (2007) points out, even though
there is a tendency to assume civil society is
always a force for unequivocal good, this
assumption doesn’t necessarily hold up to
scrutiny. While the local population strongly
resisting state plans to develop uranium mining on their land because they posed serious
risks, tribal leaders and pressure groups were
quite happy to go ahead with the scheme as
long as they were in control, and were able
to reap the benefits.
This feeling of exceptionalism pervading
Meghalaya’s tribal groups, especially the

tribal elite, raises many questions. Who are
the so-called ‘subalterns’ or ‘subordinates’ in
this equation? Are segments of this subaltern
population being misrepresented, or being
totally left out of the decision-making process? Can all members of the subaltern community be given a political voice? Again,
these concerns reflect the complex power
dynamics at play within the individual scheduled communities. They show that like any
other multi-layered society, ambitious elements of the population can abuse their authority, exploiting the more vulnerable so
they can consolidate power and protect their
interests.
This brings us to a curious dichotomy in the
community’s attitude. On the one hand,
when the Meghalaya Adventures Association
filed a court action against the local coal
mining operators, there was a public outcry,
and tribal leaders, coal traders and local
police advised the cavers to call off their
expedition. Led by local leaders, the community insisted that the land and resources were
theirs, and outsiders, especially foreigners,
should mind their own business.
On the other hand, plans by the Indian Government’s state-owned nuclear corporation,
the Uranium Corporation of India (UCIL) to
further develop the uranium mining sector in
Meghalaya’s West Khasi Hills Districts have
met fierce local opposition.
As McDuie-Ra (2007) explains, the UCIL have
actively been exploring for uranium in this
area since 1992, but the deposits discovered
around Domiasiat are significant. Estimated
as 16% of India’s total uranium reserves, the
government is very keen to start mining operations, especially considering their growing
nuclear ambitions, not to mention the 2006
nuclear deal signed with US President Bush,
increasing India’s demand for uranium.

This stiff
resistance to the
plans to mine
uranium can be
seen as an attempt
by civil society to
oppose hegemonic
and exploitative
state power, but
this is probably an
oversimplification
of the situation. It
also ignores the
fact that this same
civil society takes
the high ground
when outside
forces threaten to
intervene, but
their green
credentials take a
slide when it
comes to their own
ecologically
devastating coal
mining sector.

This stiff resistance to the plans to mine uranium can be seen as an attempt by civil society to oppose hegemonic and exploitative
state power, but this is probably an oversimplification of the situation. It also ignores the
fact that this same civil society takes the
high ground when outside forces threaten to
intervene, but their green credentials take a
slide when it comes to their own ecologically
devastating coal mining sector.

18

See, Duncan McDuie-Ra’s unpublished PhD thesis submitted in the Department of International Studies and
Politics, University of New South and Wales entitled, ‘ Civil Society and Human Security in Meghalaya: Identity,
Power and Inequalities’.
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Are the Khasi Hills Community Being Won over by Outside Developers?
McDuie-Ra (2007) points to the growing section of the Khasi Hills community who are
being won over by the UCIL’s widespread
campaign to convince locals that developing
the uranium sector would bring economic
prosperity to a deeply impoverished region.
Faced with the prospect of continuing socioeconomic insecurity, or, as the UCIL describes it, a project that would bring jobs,
and other vital services, like health care
and schooling, many are dropping their resistance.
Despite this, many are still fighting against
the UCIL’s plans, on the premise that it
would cause acute ecological damage, even
though they continue to defy the state’s

attempts to strengthen the local coal mining
sector’s environmental and worker safety
regulations.
By perpetuating the timeless stereotype of
the tribal population of the Khasi Hills as
the ‘collectively oppressed’, tribal leaders
and local vested interests are trying to steer
public opinion in a direction that maintains
the status quo, and keeps external rivals at
bay.
On the other side of the ethno-political
story, there are Baruah’s denizens – those
migrant workers that remain on the fringes
of local community, who the native population vilify and the tribal elite exploit.

Kids playing on improvised billycart, Cherrapunjee. Photo Credit
David Squires.
Source: http://
picasaweb.google.com/
david.b.squires/Cherrapunjee/
photo#5175667078724319538

Is Power Structure True Manifestation of Public Opinion?
So the question remains, are these complex
power relations, with the state playing the
role of the traditional oppressor above and
the disenfranchised migrant workers at the
bottom, a true manifestation of public opinion or simply a myth perpetuated by the
tribal elites and pressure groups? There’s
little doubt that these vested interests have
much to gain by spreading stereotypes. Even
though lots has been written on the coal
mining activities in Meghalaya, it usually
focuses on environmental concerns, and not
on critical underlying factors such as how
power relations and structures within the

community often shape the public’s world
view and the decision-making process.
New York University professor, Timothy
Mitchell (2002) explains that social scientists
tend to form an ‘epistemic community’ that
tries to find clear-cut solutions to problems
that require a more abstract approach considering factors such as customary practices,
the legal background and ethnic identity.
It’s also important to remember that these
tribal communities have experienced rapid
change in their power structures over a relatively short period of time.

Groups Defined by Differences not Similarities
There is still a widespread tendency to define groups on their differences, splitting
them into opposing teams. There are tribal
versus non-tribal, highland versus lowland,
rich versus poor, mainstream versus marginalised, scheduled versus non-schedule. Pigeon-holing only perpetuates stereotypes,
and oversimplifies an extremely complicated narrative. Those who’ve seen the
situation on the ground can attest that
tribal populations are no longer isolated,
egalitarian, homogenous communities with
undeveloped social structures and economies.

On the contrary, these communities constantly change, evolving social structures
and cultural practices that reflect regional
and even global trends. This has been especially true since western missionaries entered the area in the 1800s, pushing modern
education reforms and converting the locals
to Christianity, with its set of European values and morals. But despite the bitter struggle to win independence from their British
colonisers, the post-colonial history of
Northeast India has not ushered in a socalled ‘golden era’, and few problems have
been resolved.

“...social
scientists tend to
form an ‘epistemic
community’ that
tries to find clearcut solutions to
problems that
require a more
abstract approach
considering factors
such as customary
practices, the
legal background
and ethnic
identity.”
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Former Guardians of Forest Turn Exploiters
Far from it – taking an absolute U-turn, the
former guardians of the forest are now exploiting their natural resources at an unsustainable rate, leaving environmental devastation in their wake and threatening both the
local community’s and worker’s health and
safety. With local business types quickly seizing valuable resource-rich land within the
scheduled zones, social divisions are quickly
forming, and the landed gentry class is expanding.
One revealing example of how free market
forces and a push towards privatisation has
impacted traditional power relations can be
seen in the Garo Hills Districts, in Megha-

laya’s western region. In an effort to jump
start the shaky rural economy, tribal leaders
have launched a land privatisation scheme to
encourage more competition, and locals have
started setting up commercial farming ventures.
Traditionally, Garo tribes follow a unique
social structure that’s defined by a matrilineal line of descent in the family where the
lineage and ancestral property passes down
from mother to daughter. But with land privatisation, these age-old customs are being
jettisoned, and men are taking over the traditionally female role of landlord and property
owner.

Traditionally, ...
ancestral property
passes down from
mother to
daughter. But with
land privatisation,
... men are taking
over the
traditionally
female role of
landlord and
property owner.

Are Tribal Elite only Ones to really Benefit from Scheduled Privileges?
One group that has benefited greatly from
the ‘scheduled zones’ designations, are the
tribal elite. As McDuie-Ra (2007) explains, “…
tribal elites have consolidated their power in
the society through expansion of the public
sector, reserved seats in parliament, and the
capture of development funds allocated to
the region from the central government.”
Under the Sixth Schedule of the constitution
the District Councils enjoy legislative, executive and judicial powers over a raft of re-

gional affairs including land and water, but
excluding reserve forests. As these district
councils are made up mostly of tribal leaders,
both local and externally-driven development
projects can only go ahead with the consent
of the village chiefs, giving them enormous
regional sway.
In this way, tribal elite hold a tight grip on
much of the regional economy, including the
lucrative extractive industries such as logging,
stone quarrying and mining.

Should Tribal Zones Be Protected from Development Projects?
Not surprisingly, tribal society’s social order
no longer hinges on the concept of egalitarianism, although it’s usually idealised in this
way in popular imagination. Despite the
fierce resistance to outside development
coming from a large part of Meghalaya’s highland population, some commentators argue
that the idea that tribal communities actively
oppose change and pro-development forces is
all but a myth. As Li (1996, 2000, 2007) explains in her studies on the Indonesia’s indigenous highland communities, this popular
notion that tribal groups should remain isolated from mainstream society has led to the
collapse of several well-intentioned development projects across South and Southeast
Asia.
But even if the communities are open to externally-driven development projects, with
their promise of extra jobs and associated
benefits, a 2004 study by the World Bank’s
Development Research Group (DECRG) investigating the effectiveness of development

projects based and driven by the community
suggests these projects offer little to the
wider community. In this review, Mansuri and
Rao (2004) argue that these projects aren’t
particularly successful at targeting the poor
and mitigating poverty. In reality, most projects are dominated by tribal elites, and the
more unequal the social structure, the less
the poorer segments of the population benefit.
This complex narrative raises a series of questions. Why don’t contemporary studies on
tribal societies explore in greater detail the
micro-politics of resource use? Can marginalised communities within the tribal areas find
their own voice, gaining political rights and
recognition? Why is the dualistic concept of
‘insider versus outsider’ so influential in shaping tribal identity, policy making and public
opinion? Can individual tribal communities be
depicted as naïve, immutable and monolithic,
or are they dynamic and heterogeneous?

“... both local and
externally-driven
development
projects can only
go ahead with the
consent of the
village chiefs,
giving them
enormous regional
sway.”

“...even if the
communities are
open to externallydriven development
projects, with their
promise of extra
jobs and associated
benefits ... these
projects offer little
to the wider
community.
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Leach’s Study on Burmese Kachin Society Breaks New Ground
In the 1960s renowned British anthropologist, Edmund Leach, published a groundbreaking study on the Kachin tribes of the
Burmese highlands, which broke from the
traditional view of tribal communities as
static and homogenous.

Leach (1964) argued that, despite accepted
theory, social structures varied from one
Kachin village to the next, and there was
actually a mixing of these highland populations with the river valley-dwelling Shan
peoples.

Colonial-Era Highlander Stereotypes Persist Today
Under British rule, the upland areas of Assam – in post-colonial years it fragmented
into the six smaller states of Assam, Arunachal Pradesh, Nagaland, Mizoram, Meghalaya – were transformed into large tea estates, and migrants arrived in enormous
numbers. As McDuie-Ra (2007) explains, the
colonial economy in Assam quickly increased
in value, and the British saw the tribal
groups in the surrounding hills as a potential
buffer to protect the state from external
threats. To protect the valuable hilly terrain
from outside forces, and secure their tea
plantations, colonial authorities played on
the old stereotypes of the highland tribes as

savages and cannibals.
The myth of the indigenous population’s
backwardness, and their ingrained premodern and anti-modern attitudes, has persisted on into the post-colonial era, as authorities continue to pigeon-hole tribal
groups, demarcate tribal identities and push
for protectionist policies.
But, as previously discussed, despite popular
public opinion deep divisions are forming
within the highland communities, where
marginalised migrant workers are treated as
second-class citizens.

New Property Practices Create Landless Class
Also, as Baruah (2005) explains, traditional
clan-based property laws are being cast
aside, and powerful individuals are quickly
appropriating land and resources – a scenario
reflecting the shift from a collective subsistence-based economy, to a competitive free
market system.
As Karna (1990) points out, this push towards
neo-liberalism has encouraged activities
such as rent seeking, share cropping, land
mortgage and other forms of privatisation,
alienating the poor, and creating an entire
landless class for the first time.

Baruah (2005) explains, that although the
role of the money lender was traditionally
held by business savvy non-tribal castes,
such as the mahajans, these days, the role is
being played by members of the tribal
castes. It’s clear from a recent survey looking at the cash economies in Meghalaya’s
two busiest coal mines – Laitrumbai and
Jawai – that tribal elites are quickly picking
up all the traits, including the dubious ones,
of the mahajans. The female-controlled coal
mafia now controls the land surrounding
mines, charging high rent for housing and
business operations, and extorting money, or
hafta, from locals on a weekly basis.

Highland Populations Blind to Internal Hegemonic Forces
Even though the local tribal highland communities still malign state authorities and
the lowland populations as hegemonic forces
set on taking over their land and resources,
they are blind to the power dynamics evolving within their own communities. They fail
to see the domineering forces that are dividing their community along ethnic lines, with

the tribal elite at the top of the social ladder, and outsider migrant workers at the
very bottom.

The myth of the
indigenous
population’s
backwardness, and
their ingrained
pre-modern and
anti-modern
attitudes, has
persisted on into
the post-colonial
era, as authorities
continue to
pigeon-hole tribal
groups, demarcate
tribal identities
and push for
protectionist
policies.

“...although the
role of the money
lender was
traditionally held
by business savvy
non-tribal castes,
such as the
mahajans, these
days, the role is
being played by
members of the
tribal castes.“

It appears that a group’s identity is defined
within the bounds of their ethnicity, and
there’s no escaping it. Outsiders are simply
denied a political voice.
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Conclusion
This accumulation of power has triggered a change in land ownership customs, which has given rise to major environmental degradation and further insecurity. McDuie-Ra (2007) explains that while the existence of common lands has
acted as a social safety net for Khasi society for generations, this safety net is quickly disintegrating. Since India’s independence and the formation of the Sixth Schedule, modern political functions and land distribution powers were handed
down to traditional governance bodies headed by village leaders, also known as dorbars, making it easier for elites to
capture local land. With these elite eager to cash in on the large mineral deposits in the highlands area, there’s been a
mad rush to quickly seize land, and an unregulated proliferation of coal mining operations in Khasi and Jaintia Hills.

The town of Laitkynsew very close the
Cherrapunjee, beautifully lit by the
evening sun. Photo credit Venkatesh
K. Source: http://flickr.com/photos/
venkateshk/473543291/

Today, the highlands are pockmarked with opencast mine sites, and ecological devastation is widespread. Seemingly impervious to state laws, local
mine operators use reckless mining practices that are environmentally irresponsible and ignore worker’s rights. As previously mentioned, the unregulated and illegal trade of coal in scheduled zones means traders often avoid
paying taxes on the extracted coal, but nevertheless the state government
still collect some revenue when the coal is exported to other states and to
neighbouring countries. By gaining revenue from this coal trading, the state
government confers legitimacy on these otherwise illicit ventures. Since
there is very little, or no, active enforcement of state environment regulations, there’s no incentive for either local, or apparently state-managed,
mine operations to implement safeguards to protect the surrounding environment and worker’s safety. Besides, introducing these safeguards is a costly
undertaking, and mine operators pushing to maximise profits cut costs at
ever corner.

The aim of this paper isn’t to deride the tribal community’s management of its natural resources and land, and push for
stronger state intervention. Rather, it challenges the notion of tribal society as static, homogenous, egalitarian, premodern and anti-development. With increased exposure to mainstream Indian society, and its snowballing economy,
the Khasi community have quickly adopted a free market mentality. Not surprisingly, this new neo-liberal mindset has
triggered a major shift in the community’s social structure, with class divisions appearing, and formation of a class consciousness. Tribal elites have quickly positioned themselves at the top of the pecking order, while the migrant workers
are at the bottom, marginalised and disenfranchised. Ironically, these migrant workers end up in exactly the same social
position that the tribal people usually find themselves in mainstream Indian society.

“...these oligarchs are playing the part traditionally held by the state ... and it’s of little
surprise, that... these regional forces exploit and subjugate their ‘charges’ to further their
own self-serving interests and expand their power base.
Local oligarchs play a double role, actively encouraging itinerant workers to migrate into the scheduled zones to work in
the mines for wages that locals wouldn’t accept. At the same time, they publicly denigrate the migrants as intruders
and criminals, using them as scapegoats in their cynical attempt to consolidate power and keep out external threats,
justifying these actions on ethnocentric grounds. Essentially these oligarchs are playing the part traditionally held by
the state, as the major hegemonic force in the region, and it’s of little surprise, that like the state, these regional
forces exploit and subjugate their ‘charges’ to further their own self-serving interests and expand their power base.
This paper shows that Meghalaya’s coal mining sector has triggered a seismic shift in the region’s political economy over
recent years, which has undergone major transformations in the community, polity, and cultural practices and identity.
Sadly, it seems that these changes have benefited only the upper echelons of tribal society, while the wider community,
particularly the migrant workers, sink deeper into poverty.

“This paper shows that Meghalaya’s coal mining sector has triggered a seismic shift in the
region’s political economy over recent years, ... [s]adly, it seems that these changes have
benefited only the upper echelons of tribal society...”

For further information visit the Artisanal and Small-scale Mining in Asia-Pacific Portal on http://www.asmasiapacific.org

Case Study No. 16, written by Debojyoti Das, 2007

Bibliography
Anderson B., 1991. Imagined Communities; Reflection on the origin and Spread of Nationalism, Verson Press, London.
Bareh H. and R. Kyanti (eds), 2001. The Economy of Meghalaya: Tribes in Transition, Osmond Publication.New Delhi.
Baruah S., 2005. Durable Disorder: Understanding the Politics of North East India, Oxford University Press, New Delhi.
———

2003. ‘Citizens and Denizens: Ethnicity, Homelands, and the Crisis of Displacement in Northeast India’, Journal of Refugee Studies 16(1)

Baruah A., 2008. ‘Mining Endagers Caves in Northeast India’, Water Community website [cited 22 June 2008]. Available from http://
watercommunity.blogspot.com/2008/05/mining-endangers-caves-in-north-east.html
———
2004. ‘Ethnic Conflict and Traditional Self-governing institution: A Study of Laithumokhra Dortbar’, London School of Economics Crisis
State Programme Working Paper No 39.
Bryant R.L., 1996. Political Ecology of Burma
Crehan K. 2002. , Gramschi, Culture and Anthropology, California University Press, California.
Das V. and D. Pool, 2004. Anthropology in the Margins of the State, School of American Research Press, Santa Fe and Oxford.
Das B., 2007. ‘Cavers stumble on coal traders’, nssmembersforum [cited on 26 June 2008]. Available from http://
nssmembersforum.proboards28.com/index.cgi?board=newsprint&action=print&thread=1547.
Guha R., 1989. The Unequal Woods: Ecological Change and Peasant Resistance in Himalayas, Oxford University Press, New Delhi.
Karna M.N., 1990. ‘The Agrarian Scene’, Seminar, No.366: 30-38.
Leach E.R., 1964. (Political System of Highland Burma: A Study of Kachin Social Structure, The Athlone Press, London and Atlantic Highlands.
Lahiri-Dutt K., 2004. ‘My God Gives us Chaos, so that we can Plunder: A Critique of Resource Curse and Conflict’, Development 49(3):14-21.
Li T.M., 2007. The Will To Improve: Governmentality, Development and the Practice of Politics, Duke University Press, Durham and London.
———
2000. ‘Articulating Indigenous Identity in Indonesia: Resource Politics and the Tribel Slot,’ Comparative Studies in Society and History 42
(1):149-179.
———

1996. ‘Images of Community: Discourses and Strategies on property Relations’, Development and Change 27:501-527.

Mansuri G. and V. Rao, 2004. ‘Community Based and Driven Development: A Critical Review’, World Bank Research Observer 19: 1-39.
Mc Duie-Ra D., 2007. ‘Anti-Development or Identity Crisis: Misreading Civil Society in Meghalaya’, Asian Ethnicity 8(1):43-59.
Mitchell T., 2002. Rule of Expert: Egypt, Techno politics, Modernity, Barkley, University of California Press.
Scott J.C., 1998. Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition have Failed, New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.
———

1985.Weapons of the Weak: Everyday Forms of Peasants Resistance, New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Shankar U. et al., 1993. ‘Degradation of Land Due to Coal Mining and its Natural Recovery Pattern’, Current Science 65(9):680 -687.
Sharma K., 2003. ‘Impact of Coal Mining on vegetation: A Case Study of Jaintiya Hills of Meghalaya, India’ unpublished Masters Dissertation submitted
to Indian Institute of Remote Sensing, Dheradun.
Singh O.P., 2005. Mining Environment: Problems and Remedies, Regency Publication.New Delhi.
Swer S. And O.P. Singh, 1994. ‘Status of Water Quality in Coal Mining Areas of Meghalaya’, in Inder N, Singh and Manik, K. Ghosh, Proceeding of
the National Seminar on Environmental Engineering With Special Emphasis on Mining. Shillong College, Shillong.

Artisanal and Small-Scale Mining (ASM) in Asia-Pacific Portal—http://www.asmasiapacific.org
ASM Asia-Pacific Case Study Series
This series of case studies documents concrete examples of equitable, effective, and sustainable local-level partnerships including small-scale miners or their communities as a guide to develop better policy and practice in the AsiaPacific region.
The project has been led by Kuntala Lahiri-Dutt. The case studies have been edited by Joel Katz and designed by Rachel
P Lorenzen.

Artisanal and Small-Scale Mining (ASM) in Asia-Pacific Portal
The ASM Asia Pacific Portal is the public interface of a loose network of individuals and institutions working on poverty eradication, development and livelihoods in Artisanal and Small-scale Mining (ASM) in the Asia-Pacific region.
The portal’s mandate is to disseminate knowledge about ASM in the Asia-Pacific, to document best practice in community
development and environmental management, and to promote fellowship and cooperation among stakeholders interested in
poverty eradication and sustainable development.

For further information visit the Artisanal and Small-scale Mining in Asia-Pacific Portal on http://www.asmasiapacific.org

