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ABSTRACT
Rio Tinto had been developing a diamond mining project in Madhya 
Pradesh for a decade when in 2017 it hastily abandoned the project. 
We analyse this counterintuitive exit through an ethnographic approach 
nested within a qualitative case study framework. We argue that the 
exit was caused by multi-scalar politics. Local protests over livelihood 
and labour issues –pre-emptively rearticulated by regional civil society 
groups through an ecological ‘framing’ – led to litigation. The national 
forest bureaucracy posed regulatory hurdles, and a change in the 
national political regime in 2014 brought to power a party that lever-
aged national capital of a certain variety, which weakened Rio Tinto’s 
political position. Lastly, a slump in the global diamond market created 
economic uncertainties, finally leading to its exit. It has not, however, 
deterred the government from facilitating investment by Indian 
mega-corporate houses in mining diamonds, once again ignoring local 
dissent. Under the current regime in India, the space for activism is 
increasingly restricted, and that restriction, we contend, can lead to the 
disarray in strategising alliances and goals between ecological and 
social justice concerns.

‘Extractive capital’ and Rio Tinto’s global diamond trade

The extractive capital model of political economy valorises the accumulation of capital 
through the untrammelled extraction of natural resources in, mostly, developing countries 
(Veltmeyer 2016). Under neoliberal regimes, extractive capitalists become overly exploitative 
and ‘socially dis-embedded’; they contribute little towards local social development, and 
they exploit labour and the environment. But they are politically embedded – connected 
with political patronage that lets them extract resources (Nair 2016) and produce negative 
externalities such as environmental degradation, social and political unrest, and labour 
exploitation (Guha and Martínez-Alier 1997). Extractive economies focus on the export of 
agro-minerals and energy, and this is observed to a phenomenal degree in Latin America.
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Worldwide under neoliberal regimes – for instance, in Brazil – a reversion to the export 
of primary commodities such as mineral and ore has been observed, and this model has 
been termed a ‘great leap backwards’ for the political economy. The process started in Brazil 
during the Cardoso regime (Petras 2013), and its neoliberal policies – aided and abetted by 
multinational corporations (MNCs) and overseas bank finance – made Brazil the leading 
primary commodity exporter worldwide. The Cardoso regime in Brazil was succeeded by 
the Workers’ Party in 2002. These leftist neo-extractivists intensified the Cardoso regime’s 
extractive policies – which eventually devitalised industry, the environment and sustainabil-
ity and led the progressive left to fail (Petras 2013) – although, unlike the previous neoliberal 
regime, the proceeds were used to fund social expenditure.

Rio Tinto (henceforth RT) is an Australian mining company and one of the most powerful 
mining companies worldwide. RT, an extractive capitalist (Huff and Orengo 2020), has been 
involved in diamond mining since 1979. RT has been present in India since 1985, and it has 
been exploring diamonds since 2002.

India is primarily a diamond importer; it imports 55% by value, and 80% by volume, of all 
rough diamonds worldwide. More than 60% of the roughs produced worldwide are cut and 
polished in India (in Surat and Mumbai), and RT is responsible for 30% of India’s rough 
imports. Cut and polished diamond exports make up 18% of the value of India’s exports 
(Pekeski 2007).

RT won a licence to prospect for diamonds in Chattarpur, a district in the Bundelkhand 
region of Madhya Pradesh (MP), a state in central India, in 2006 (Mohanty 2012). A mine in 
India would have reduced the industry’s demand–supply gap and shortened RT’s supply 
chain. The mine was said to hold out the promise of stellar profits, and it would have given 
RT leverage over global competitors such as BHP Billiton, Anglo-De Beers and Harry Winston-
Dominion Diamonds (Singh 2017). In 2017, however, the project was abandoned – within 
a political environment that, overall, facilitates mining.

Existing scholarly literature on the social and environmental dimensions of diamond 
mining in central India (Lahiri-Dutt and Roy Chowdhury 2018; Roy Chowdhury and Lahiri-
Dutt 2019; Sunder 2020) do not cover the exit of RT from the Bunder mines. This exit makes 
an interesting case study because the mobilisation was partially successful. Conceptually, 
exploring this case could contribute towards broadening (or deepening) the understanding 
of the ways environmental political processes and sociopolitical mobilisations interact at 
different scales.

In this article, we try to understand the causal mechanisms and political processes that 
worked at various scales and underlay the exit. We adopted an ethnographic approach of 
field observation over four months in 2017, from March to June, and conducted 20 in-depth 
interviews of movement participants and local leaders (adivasis, Dalits and farming castes), 
non-governmental organisation (NGO) workers, local politicians, activists, school teachers, 
journalists and labourers who have worked with RT. The data has been anonymised to protect 
the identity of participants/interviewees. Based on our analysis of this primary data, and of 
secondary data – gleaned from digital newspaper archives, reports and journals – we frame 
our argument as a qualitative case study analysis, and argue that the explanation for the 
exit is multi-causal. We use some of the interviews to construct the case explanation and 
argument. We situate the case in its larger context, interpret the case, and explain how it 
seamlessly connects with – and is also limited by – the spatial ‘politics of scale’. We focus on 
the politics of scale, or mobilisation activities conceptualised at four geographical scales. 
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We position ourselves as critical realists and show how the politics at different scales pro-
duced ‘generative causal mechanisms’, were concatenated at a conjunctural moment and 
resulted in the causal outcome. We base our explanation on concepts drawn from political 
ecology and social movement studies (resource mobilisation theory and political process 
theory).

Extractive capital, dispossession and multi-scalar politics

Extractive capitalism causes large-scale human displacement and environmental damage, 
as many developing-country governments expedite the allocation of resources to conglom-
erates, often without proper green clearance or the consent of affected communities (Kumar 
2014). The extractivist model hegemonises rent-seeking and the primitive accumulation of 
natural resources which, particularly under neoliberal regimes, take markedly exploitative 
forms (Gago and Mezzadra 2017). Global neoliberal capital expands through the process of 
‘accumulation by dispossession’ (Harvey 2004) – the forceful dispossession of ‘ecosystem 
people’, or indigenous peoples and small agricultural producers living in nature and depen-
dent on its resources, of land, water and other properties. Dispossession and displacement 
convert these peoples into ‘ecological refugees’ (Guha and Martínez-Alier 1997). Global neo-
liberal capital transcends spatial scales, exploits and extracts resources worldwide, and causes 
immense destruction. It arrived in the mining sector in India after liberalisation, during the 
regime of the Indian National Congress (INC), in the 1990s. Since 2014 the Bharatiya Janata 
Party (BJP) intensified neoliberal extractivism by deploying the rhetoric of national devel-
opment and wedding it with religious nationalism.

‘National development’ is a hegemonic desire; however, it reflects a certain populist, 
majoritarian view of the affluent, powerful class. The BJP has added an exclusionary dynamics 
that marginalises, displaces and exploits the weaker sections of society (Nayak 2020).

Extractive capital is contended with and contested in spaces at the local, regional, national 
and global scales by ‘subject positions’ and communities that mobilise to oppose the 
extractive corporate–state nexus (Nair 2016). These mobilisations use, mainly, two kinds of 
environmentalism. The ‘environmentalism of the poor’ argument is centred on both people 
and ecosystems and acknowledges as well as highlights the interdependence of the two: 
the life and livelihood of the dispossessed and marginalised depends on their right to use 
natural resources judiciously (Guha and Martínez-Alier 1997). The people who practise the 
environmentalism of the poor resist environmental injustice – both state and corporate 
control of land and displacement of people – and their behaviour is consistent with the 
interest and values of the poor (Martinez-Alier 2002). The biocentric ‘environmentalism of 
the rich’ promotes the romantic middle-class ideals of keeping nature and animals pristine; 
it perceives the use of natural resources by humans or the poor as profligate and exploitative 
(Dauvergne 2016). Sweeping change is necessary for global sustainability, but the environ-
mentalism of the rich cannot achieve radical institutional and organisational transformation, 
because any such attempt is resisted by middle- and upper-class interests (Petras 2013).

Scale-making, or the political process of the formation of geographical hierarchies through 
the deployment of power, leads to the creation of socio-spatial differences and inequalities –  
both material and discursive. But this scalar hierarchy is not universally determined; it is 
linked to particular discourses and practices (Brenner 2001, 600–606). Historical patterns of 
these processes and interactions give the scale the semblance of a relatively stable structure, 
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such as in capitalist production. Scale-making is endemic to capitalism because its nature 
is to continually expand to new socio-spatial locations and to connect and structure these 
spaces into hierarchical core–periphery dynamics (Marston 2000). The idea of the politics of 
scale has gained currency in the context of the resistance to global capitalism for the sake 
of socio-environmental justice in the peripheral locations of the underdeveloped Global 
South, and erstwhile colonised countries (Nair 2016). However, these relatively stable scalar 
hierarchies and patterns can be modified and transformed through collective social action 
and other processes of social interaction (Bisht 2018).

Global extractive capital transcends scale and connects local spaces to global ones, and 
contending with such forces requires a multi-scalar politics. Through ‘scale-making practices’ 
(Cidell 2006), movements resist corporations by shifting the focus from scales as ‘objects’ of 
contention per se to specific processes. Whereas the institutionalisation of practices produces 
the scale (MacKinnon 2011, 21), some patterns and processes are observable only at certain 
scales, and these can be said to produce their own, natural scales that are internally related 
to the political–ecological processes of interaction (Sayre 2005, 280–81; Neumann 2009). 
These existing patterns and processes reflect our critical realist understanding that scale can 
precede emergent forms of social practices; practices also can reproduce, transform or link 
existing scales. These linking practices may be spontaneous and contingent or – sometimes, 
to gain power and authority – deliberate (Swyngedouw 2004). These practices take place at 
spatial and virtual sites: mining landscapes; villages; regional and national courts; and print, 
electronic and digital media.

In India the judicial and constitutional mechanism of public interest litigation (PIL) can 
be used to advance issues of human rights, equality and grave public concern in a court of 
law, where any individual or organisation can file a PIL. It is a legitimate scale-making practice –  
filing a PIL can convert a local issue into an issue of regional or national and public interest –  
and it has aided judicial and environmental activism in India since the 1980s (Gill 2012). The 
Indian judiciary has expanded the meaning of the ‘right to life’, granted by Article 21 of the 
Constitution of India, to include environmental protection in PIL cases; and the notion of 
locus standi now includes ‘representative standing’ or ‘citizen standing’ by individuals or 
organisations on behalf of the aggrieved party (Gill 2012). These rulings helped develop an 
environmental ‘legal public sphere’ in India (Sivaramakrishnan 2011), wherein concerned 
citizens, activists and organisations have used the PIL to fight environmental degradation 
within constitutional–legal bounds (Gill 2012).

The practice of contending issues of a political nature in a court of law signifies ‘lawfare’ 
(Comaroff and Comaroff 2006). The ‘judicialisation of politics’ (Hirschl 2013), or the practice 
of relying on courts or judicial means to address moral predicaments, public policy questions 
and political conflicts, has a contradictory dynamics: it makes the participants ‘legal subjects’, 
thereby constraining the movement’s potential (Sundar 2011). Conversely, the institutional 
legitimacy inherent in constitutional–legal frameworks can be used to create novel spaces 
for a ‘cultural politics’ of resources (Baviskar 2003). If movements have to fight a transnational 
corporation like RT, sometimes they ‘frame the discourse’ so that the issues, demands and 
politics can ‘jump scales’, because scalar structures are usually imposed from above – an act 
of ‘rescaling’ of power shifts the hegemonic discourses and practices from below (Brenner 
1999). Often the political strategies adopted are not predetermined but contingent, and 
these emerge during mobilisation. But, because these strategies transcend scale, issues of 
translation, amplification and distillation of discourses emerge; these issues create new 
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opportunities of political practices, but also limit the possibility and power of particular 
political groups, as some part of the political voice and radical edge is lost in translation. In 
many cases – and, initially, in this case too – these contestations have led ecological and 
social justice movements to converge around issues and form coalitions (Kumar 2014). The 
strategic framing of this mobilisation minimised its social justice concerns, however, and 
affected it eventually.

Rio Tinto in the diamond fields of Central India

Rio Tinto Exploration India, the Indian subsidiary of Australian mega mining corporation 
RT, commenced their exploration for diamonds in the Chhatarpur district of Bundelkhand 
region in 2004. They discovered a diamantiferous Kimberlite with an expected commercial 
yield of 34.2 million carats of roughs. RT dubbed the Kimberlite a major find and said that 
if they were allowed to set up a mine, it would be the first world-class diamond mine in 
India and would place India among the top 10 diamond-producing countries (Mohanty 
2012). The state government of MP granted RT a prospecting licence in 2006 (Danielle 2011). 
The company proposed a mine at Bunder1 in the Chhatarpur district, within the Panna Tiger 
Reserve zone, one of the most important conservation projects in India (Singh 2017). The 
government designated about 972 hectares of land for the project (Shah 2016), the first 
privatised diamond mine in India (Singh 2017), and it was inaugurated in 2007 with the 
support of the MP government. RT started its mining and infrastructural development 
project after applying for a licence in 2008 – but before this licence was granted. In 2010, 
the government signed a state support agreement to endorse their commitment to the 
project and, in January 2012, issued a letter of intent giving in-principle approval to the 
issue of a 30-year mining lease. However, in 2017, RT decided to abandon the project, saying 
that they wanted to streamline their asset portfolio, by reducing expenditure globally and 
focussing on fewer assets in 22 other locations. They offered to make a non-commercial 
exit, gift the already prospected mine resource to the state government of MP and find 
them a third-party investor (Singh 2017). Given that the Indian policy environment favours 
extractivism, this exit is counterintuitive, and the official explanation is more concealing 
than revealing. The narrative upholds the benevolent corporate image of RT, but it does 
not explain why after more than a decade of developing the mine, spending about USD 
25 million in exploring diamonds and setting up mining infrastructure, RT abandoned the 
project they had said would yield stellar profits.

Part of the reason may have been the protests by villagers and contract workers employed 
in the project, who demanded civic amenities and livelihood rights and, later, formed a 
coalition with environmental civil society organisations (CSOs) against building a mine in 
the Panna Tiger Reserve (Singh 2017). This coalition filed PIL suits at the regional high court, 
which ruled in favour of the mobilisations, and the national forest bureaucracy posed reg-
ulatory hurdles; the effect of these processes was compounded by several disparate events. 
The BJP came to power at the central level in 2014 and started leveraging ‘national capitalists’, 
which weakened RT’s political position. An unfavourable market and a slump in the compa-
ny’s profits in 2016 acted as an economic disincentive and led to its decision to abandon the 
project. The event of RT’s exit was, largely, overdetemined by these causes and the context; 
however, in this multi-scalar politics of environmental mobilisation, the voices of the local 
villagers were sidelined. After RT’s exit, the state government of MP has been trying to attract 
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(mainly Indian) private mining corporations to resume the project – neglecting, as before, 
the voices of the marginalised.

The local contentious politics of villagers and contract workers

The local protests and mobilisations against RT demonstrate the characteristics of ‘conten-
tious politics’ (Tarrow 1998): ‘interactions in which actors make claims bearing on someone 
else’s interest, in which governments appear either as targets, initiators of claims, or third 
parties’ (Tilly 2008, 5). In contentious politics, space and scale – rather than episodes of 
contention – open new relational approaches that centre on mechanisms and processes 
(McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2001). In the protests against RT, the provincial government was 
indeed a third party that protected, enabled and championed RT’s claim and investment. 
The proposed mine would have directly affected at least 2000–3000 residents of 15 villages, 
and over 10,200 people would have been affected indirectly. Around 20–30 of them had 
been organising dissent against RT since 2010.

The Constitution of India provides for the decentralisation of power.2 The Scheduled Tribes 
and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights) Act, 2006 (FRA), appli-
cable to forests in the Fifth Schedule Areas, was enacted to acknowledge the historical 
injustice meted out to Scheduled Tribes and other traditional forest dwellers, and it seeks 
to secure for them their traditional rights over forest land and community forest resources 
and to establish democratic community-based forest governance (Chandra 2019). The FRA 
requires environmental clearance from the Gram Sabha (village council) of all the villages 
to be affected by a project. The ineffective implementation of the proposal would have 
violated the requirements of the act. The protestors complained that the procedure was not 
properly followed, and three of the village resolutions collected were not legible and 
allegedly forged. Shehpura – one of these villages, which would have lost about 150 acres 
of forestland – resolved against RT’s proposal. At the jan sunwai (public hearing) at Kasera 
village in 2014, only seven villagers supported the project, and around 250 villagers staged 
a protest against the impending loss of village livelihood, effect on adivasi lives, and envi-
ronmental destruction. These protests took place in the presence of representatives of RT, 
the local administration, and the State Pollution Control Board (SPCB), and these protests 
were supported by CSOs such as Pahal and Adivasi Vanvasi Evam Dalit Mahasangh (AVEDM, 
Adivasi Forest Dweller and Dalit Organisation) (Times of India 2014). The villagers expected 
and demanded civic amenities and infrastructural development such as proper roads and 
a permanent supply of electricity. RT planned to construct a dam for its own use, but the 
villagers agitated against it, as it would have affected the groundwater level and the supply 
of drinking and irrigation water.

The battle, however, was not one-sided. As described by Nostromo (2013), a UK-based 
independent research think tank working with London Mining Network and People against 
Rio Tinto and its Subsidiaries (Partizans)3 (IndustriALL 2016), RT’s corporate communications 
and media publications discourse projected the company as a benevolent organisation that 
cares for the cultural history of Bunder – fascinating in terms of the diversity of its tribal 
population but nevertheless ‘underdeveloped and unreachable’ – and that therefore takes 
the responsibility to ‘modernise and civilise’ this space by making jobs and other capaci-
ty-building opportunities available for locals. In January 2013, RT published two reports – 
Why Gender Matters and Why Human Rights Matter – to change its negative public image 
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and perception, thus indirectly promising to adhere to a social standard. These reports 
describe the case of the Bunder mine as one of the better examples of social negotiations 
with stakeholders – as opposed to other, flawed negotiations with indigenous peoples – and 
imply that they were learning from experience. The Nostromo report (2013) mentions serious 
violations of workers’ rights. RT claims that they employed about 80% of their workers from 
MP, but these were temporary, daily-wage workers, employed through a sub-contracting 
firm. Around 20–30 of these workers set up camp nearby and organised a dharna (agitation) 
to demand a minimum monthly wage and health and accident insurance. That negotiation 
succeeded, but further negotiations to raise the wage and remove the contractor failed, and 
immediately afterwards the contractor laid off some of the workers who had negotiated 
with the RT team.

Only about four women were employed in the project, although RT claimed to have 
maintained gender rights and balance in the workforce. RT has yet to compensate many 
villagers for the land they took for mining. But the issue was gaining traction, capturing the 
national and global imagination through transnational civil society networks. In 2016, the 
IndustriALL Global Union4 and the Indian National Mineworkers’ Federation5 visited 
Chattarpur, the mining site, where they met villagers and Pahal representatives, and their 
findings corroborate Nostromo’s reports (IndustriALL 2016).

To convey a political point, contentious politics employs a ‘dynamics of contention’ 
(McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2001), which involves strategies of mobilisation, aimed at dis-
turbing the normal activities of work and leisure in society. The protests by the villagers and 
contract workers – and the mediating and fact-finding conducted by CSOs and research 
organisations – exposed RT’s malpractices in Bunder and opened a discursive space of dis-
sent.6 So, these groups acted as the initiators and precipitators of protest and created a 
dynamic for the rest of the dissensus to emerge at the national and global scale. The way 
discourses take shape in the discursive space depends upon logics such as the power rela-
tions between various actors; the appeal of that discourse to the hegemonic groups; and 
social classes, politics and the media at large (Bisht 2018). Since the villagers framed their 
mobilisation discourse and the process of contention around the environmentalism of the 
poor and labour rights, the radical political–ecological implications did not appeal to the 
mainstream media, and the protest did not make much impact or garner media coverage 
regionally or nationally.7 The organisation of the local movement was weak, as it included 
only around 40–50 regular participants largely from the affected villages – some worked as 
labourers at the Bunder project – and a small collective of CSOs such as Pahal and AVEDM 
provided support.8 This collective formed a coalition with national and international civil 
society groups such as Environics Trust, Crusade for Revival of Environment and Wildlife 
(CREW), ToxicsWatch Alliance, London Mining Network, and Partizans Campaign, and it could 
now access their expertise, resources, apparatus, strategies and means to fight this case. 
Environmental CSOs are organised, well-connected and professionalised in advocacy tactics 
and forming coalitions, and the issue scaled up quickly (Di Gregorio 2012).

Regional and ecological ‘framing’ of discourse and litigation by the CSOs

As the CSOs took up the issue, the issue changed, however, from the environmentalism of 
the poor to the environmentalism of the rich. A social mobilisation discourse needs particular 
‘scales of meaning’ (Bisht 2018, 20). A particular language needs to be used for ‘scale framing’ –  
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a phenomenon that makes it sociopolitically significant and visible by implicating certain 
meanings (and agency) to it through discursive practices that link the ‘scale at which a social 
problem is experienced to the scale(s) at which it could be politically addressed or resolved’ 
(Kurtz 2003, 894). Scale framing is ‘intimately connected with the practice of contentious 
politics’ (Bisht 2018, 20). Scale framing also influences the social, economic, political and 
environmental perception of an issue, and connects the ‘scales of meaning’ to the deci-
sion-making bodies to materialise it into mobilisation, policy, and implementation (Towers 
2000, 26). For mobilisations to succeed, the framing of the discourse between challenger 
and opponent should be congruent and complementary, or there should be ‘frame align-
ment’, and it should lead to some kind of equivalence of meaning or ‘frame resonance’ (Snow 
et al. 1986). The framing of the mobilisation discourse against RT needed realignment to 
appeal to the ecological-conservationist position of the middle class, the neo-rich and the 
state – which assume it as a normative frame of reference – to fit into the frames of new, 
international ecological norms and legitimacy created by the democratic West and inter-
governmental organisations.

The protests of local villagers and workers did not gain traction, and the activists argued 
explicitly in the name of saving the mega-fauna tiger and forest – and only implicitly about 
the human factor. The local protestors lacked the power to act as a lobby group to place 
pressure on the government; thus, they tacitly agreed with the NGOs and made the envi-
ronmental frame, already a part of their discourse, the central element in their new, realigned 
framing, relegating the human factor to a secondary position.9 This shifting of frames to 
ecological issues was tactical and strategic, and it helped in the vertical ‘diffusion’ of this 
innovative framing discourse through a process of ‘scaling up’ and shifting of scales to new 
actors, objects, issues and claims (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2001). Environmentalists and 
conservationists objected to the state government’s decision to lease to RT 972 acres of land 
in the eco-sensitive Baxhawa protected forest, very close to the Panna Tiger Reserve and 
wildlife sanctuary (Shah 2016).10

The tigers11 use a corridor in the project area to move from one forest to another. The 
activists said that the project would result in the destruction of animal corridors and habitats, 
as well as displacement and dispossession of adivasi communities historically residing in 
the region (Balachandran and Karnik 2016).

Additionally, 99% of the Bunder diamantiferous block is situated within a forest at the 
northernmost tip of the best corridor of teak forests south of the Gangetic plains; RT planned 
to cut down 500,000 of those trees (Shah 2016). They also planned to construct a diversion 
dam on the river Shyamri, which would have resulted in the lowering of the groundwa-
ter table.

In 2010, noted tiger expert Valmik Thapar called the Bunder project ‘an example of a 
completely dysfunctional system of government from top to bottom’ and demanded the 
immediate attention of the government to save the forest and its tigers. He said that the 
recovery of tigers in the Panna forest would need at least 10 years of complete protection 
of the habitat and its water regime (Balachandran and Karnik 2016).12

As the activists tried to raise the awareness of the public and government officials by 
staging meetings and protests, distributing pamphlets, submitting memoranda and petitions 
to government, and conducting signature campaigns,13 RT tried to counter the discourse 
by arguing that the project was located much farther from the green belt that connects the 
national parks – and that no tiger had been sighted there in the previous few years. RT 
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claimed that they had a record of following the rule of law throughout the world, and that 
their automated diamond plant would require minimal water and that too would be recycled 
and harvested. RT was placating the government alongside; then Chief Executive Officer 
Sam Walsh met the Prime Minister of India and promised to invest USD 2 billion in developing 
mining and infrastructure (Stringer and Singh 2015).

Under Section 2 of the Forest Conservation Act 1980 (amended in 1988 and 1992), per-
mission from the central government is required to conduct mining in any part of India, and 
a No Objection Certificate (NOC) from the SPCB and the Ministry of Environment and Forests 
(MoEF) is mandatory. In 2011, the environmental activist Neelesh Dubey filed a PIL case 
against RT in the MP High Court on charges of illegal mining, because RT had started mining 
without environmental clearance and it had been felling trees illegally. The court put a tem-
porary moratorium on mining until clearance and issued notices to the state and central 
government to respond to these allegations. ToxicsWatch Alliance, a platform for environ-
mental activists, submitted a letter on the illegal diamond mining project to the Parliamentary 
Petitions Committee on 25 July 2011. Earlier, activist Shehla Masood had filed a Right to 
Information application for more information in this regard. On 16 August 2011, Masood 
was shot dead outside her home in Bhopal. Immediately, RT issued a statement denying any 
involvement in the murder (Pinjarkar 2011), though joint statements issued by human rights 
organisations and activists, and the accounts of investigative journalists, suggest that RT’s 
involvement is plausible (Sharma 2019). In 2013, Pahal secured an interim court order against 
the cutting of trees by RT and staged protests to halt its actions (Dasgupta and Bharadwaj 
2017). Pahal chairman Hari Krishna Dwivedi held press conferences to popularise the issue. 
Environmental clearance has been pending since 2014 (Niazi 2014). Thus emerged the ‘pol-
itics of pre-emption’ of the activists (Currier and Cruz 2020), or the protests in anticipation 
of the environmental loss from the project, and therefore the mobilisation against RT to 
prevent it from constructing the diamond mine.

This ‘judicialisation of politics’ was perhaps essential to fight the state and the corporation 
in the absence of a strong mass mobilisation, movement or organisation, but as the politics 
shifted to the courts through environmental framing, the livelihood issues and demands of 
the villagers and workers were integrated as lesser voices in this narrative of middle-class 
environmentalism. That gave the issue a necessary focus and a tactical edge that made 
winning the case possible, but only for the time being.14

National regulatory hurdles and shift in political regime

RT had been granted the permission to mine under Rule 22(4) of the Mineral Concession 
Rules, 1960, but it had not received the NOC from the forest department or the SPCB. As the 
MP High Court gave notices to the state and central government, the issue jumped the 
regional scale and started operating at the national scale, and it triggered a chain of bureau-
cratic, legal and political processes and events that posed regulatory hurdles for RT. In March 
2016, the Forest Advisory Committee (FAC) of the MoEF asked the National Tiger Conservation 
Authority (NTCA), India’s nodal authority for protecting tigers, to examine the Bunder dia-
mond mining project. The NTCA said that the proposed Ken–Betwa15 river interlinking project 
would submerge a large part of the Panna Tiger Reserve, and the Bunder project should be 
taken up only after the river project is finalised and a detailed study is conducted to assess 
options. The FAC deferred the clearance and suggested that RT explore the possibility of 
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underground mining, as its mining proposal was dependent on surface extraction and would 
lead to the permanent loss of high-quality forest (Aggarwal 2016). But underground mining 
would have doubled or tripled the cost of mining, and RT announced its withdrawal from 
the project.

In parallel, another process was occurring that contributed to RT’s exit. RT could not decide 
whether the roughs mined at Bunder would be sold only to India, but the Indian government 
desired this, and a conflict of interest over the channelling of roughs had surfaced in the 
negotiation process. Early in August 2016, RT reported a 47% slump in profit due to a global 
fall in the demand for diamonds, its weakest in 12 years, and began cutting costs (Singh 
2017; Rio Tinto 2017). RT’s Murowa mines closed down in 2015, and in 2020 RT has already 
decided to close its Argyle mine in Australia (Jamasmie 2020). If the Bunder project had 
materialised, it could have been the only diamond project left in RT’s mining portfolio. The 
overall decrease in profits and the difficulty of procuring roughs in the world market acted 
as an economic disincentive and made RT’s position in the global diamond economy vul-
nerable. So, RT took the decision to abandon the Bunder project, which was already causing 
much dispute and trouble (Singh 2017). This economic disincentive for RT was a condition 
at the global scale, which partially contributed towards the mobilisation’s success.

As these trade issues and bureaucratic–legal procedures were going on, the ‘structures 
of political opportunities’ (Meyer 2004) started changing at the national level also, and paved 
the way for the mobilisation’s success. Political process theorists argue that mobilisations 
succeed or fail depending on what kinds of change are taking place in the larger sociopolitical 
context that makes particular moments opportune for particular groups to engage in certain 
kinds of contentious politics (Tarrow 1998). The relation of space and scale can impact polit-
ical opportunity (Bandy and Mendez 2003), and regional manifestations of political–eco-
nomic processes can shape constraints and opportunities for mobilisations (Wolford 2003). 
In the case of RT, a political development at the national level – the change of political regime 
in India in 2014 – disincentivised RT from doing business and contributed to the movement’s 
success.16

A political opportunity emerged for the mobilisation when the BJP assumed power in 
the Indian central government in 2014 and started leveraging national capital – mainly 
Indian MNCs, over MNCs like RT – for political reasons.17

Shift in ‘extractive’ political regimes in India

Crony capitalism is a political–economic arrangement in which the political class colludes 
with the business class and helps it thrive without market risk or competition – by exercising 
state power, exerting control over resources and intervening in the economy by granting 
select businesses tax breaks, grants and permits. India has always ranked high on the crony 
capitalism index.18 When in power, the INC used its political clout to establish ‘Licence Raj’ –  
a quota system for permits – to help conglomerates like the Tatas and Birlas expand their 
business; this ‘crony socialism’ (Dhume 2011) bred corruption and slowed the rate of growth.

The INC pursued a politics (and rhetoric) of equity, social justice and rights, during the 
developmental state and even after liberalisation in the 1990s – despite the rising growth 
rate, its policies did not allow completely predatory neoliberal capitalist extraction – and 
the business houses functioned within its developmentalist–socialist political economic 
framework. Therefore, though they were moderately predatory, and their practices did not 
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receive media coverage during their boom, the social spending, development and employ-
ment generation of these companies earned them a degree of social legitimacy that current 
corporate capitalists do not aspire to (Nayak 2020). The INC, after liberalisation, led mostly 
coalition governments, which regulated predatory neoliberal capital; equity in distribution 
policies reversed some of the consequences of ‘primitive accumulation’, such as dispossession 
of land, by transferring money and work to the rural poor through programmes like the 
National Rural Employment Guarantee (Sanyal 2007).

The crony capitalism of the current BJP-led regime (Jaffrelot 2018) has moved away from 
the ‘crony socialism’ of the INC. The current regime’s novel coalitions of ‘stigmatised capitalism’ 
are widely perceived as lacking in equity and ethics (Subramanian 2018), and the absence 
of politics and policies – indeed, even of rhetoric – of equity, justice and rights is total. The 
ideals of social welfare spending, justice for the poor and their rights, and protection of 
human rights are vilified. The current BJP-led regime in neoliberal India patronises extractive, 
predatory, capitalist conglomerates that have little social embeddedness, social contribution 
or legitimacy (Nayak 2020). Now, two decades after the liberalisation spearheaded by the 
INC, we see the full-fledged unleashing of neoliberal extractivism and accumulation by dis-
possession under the BJP, a painful phase of loss in which sociopolitical legitimacy is derived 
from a populist, majoritarian religious discourse. To make this possible, the BJP reinforces, 
reinvents and reifies traditionalist and hierarchical Hindu caste structures that subsume class 
through sociopolitical violence and the ideology of ‘Hindutva’ (Gopalakrishnan 2006). 
Simultaneously, the spectral othering of the religious minority, ‘lower castes’ and indigenous 
communities throughout the accumulation process renders them – and not the Hindu caste 
and class elites – into the chief enemy of the people and national development. Neoliberal 
accumulation dispossesses the ecosystem people and destroys the environment, and the 
state–crony–capitalist nexus conceals it by practising this ideology and deploying power 
and authority profligately. The BJP exercised state intervention and selectively nurtured 
Adani, Vedanta and the Ambani-led businesses and, eventually, replaced the hegemony of 
INC-supported corporate houses such as the Tatas and Birlas.

Under conservative authoritarian governments, crony capitalism yields ‘prebendalism’ 
(see Szelyeni (2016) for its usage in the post-socialist context), a political system in which 
elected politicians feel they have a right to a share of government revenues and to use 
their power to benefit supporters. We may infer that the BJP reconfigured the political 
economy of patronage under the INC into a prebendalist political system. Prebendalist 
regimes have ‘feudal’ characteristics: they create a new group of loyalist business houses 
by allocating resources as handouts; the owners of these business houses are co-religionists 
and co-regionists of the members of the ruling regime and also members of co-ethnic 
group. The BJP’s prebendalist choice of business houses presumably creates tighter bonds 
of loyalism by making corporations completely subservient politically, as their rights to the 
state property are intricately bound to their loyalty to the ruling regime and its success – 
that is how the relationship between the state and extractive capitalists in the current 
regime in India differs from that in the previous extractive regimes.

In the sphere of extractive industries in central India, at least in the case of diamonds, the 
logic of power politics trumps the logic of economics (and democratic rights)19 and, under 
the current regime, goes hand in hand with the renewed discourse of nationalism, majori-
tarianism and right-wing populism. The current conservative regime gives leverage to 
national capitalists of co-ethnic origins over MNCs to maintain the nationalist and religious 
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rhetoric of resource (inter)nationalism20 (Oskarsson and Lahiri-Dutt 2019) – in reality, to have 
more control and power over the business class;21 and RT’s departure makes this clear. The 
Indian government is re-auctioning the project, this time to national capitalists who are 
renowned for their poor social, environmental and compliance records (Economic Times 
2018). A process of competitive bidding has begun to offer mining licences in the area. 
National capitalist business houses such as Vedanta and Adani visited the site to explore the 
feasibility of operating the site lease successfully (Dasgupta and Bharadwaj 2017). These 
recent developments corroborate our argument that the ruling regime is leveraging national 
capitalists of a certain kind. Small players are excluded; only mega firms with a minimum 
net worth of INR 25 billion (USD 384.67 million), or 4% of the estimated value of the diamond 
reserves, will be eligible to bid (Dasgupta and Bharadwaj 2017).

So far, the relationship between the Indian extractive entrepreneurs to the Indian hinter-
lands and society has remained one of internal colonialism (Banerjee 2011). The MP High 
Court did not allow RT to mine because of ‘environmental reasons’, not because the mine 
was to be re-auctioned later, but to let the government commission the Ken–Betwa river 
link, which will submerge more forest land than the Bunder project would have affected 
(Narain 2017).

The judgement on the Bunder project was never about protecting the environment, and 
this points out the increasing importance of politics at the national scale as a ‘dimension of 
political practice’ that is ‘constitutively implicated in other scaled activities’. In these para-
doxical times of neoliberal globalisation and the emergence of conservative nationalism, 
there is an increasing centralisation of power and decision-making processes in India; the 
‘national’ sits in the middle like a powermonger and ‘can regulate and mediate power across 
scales’ (Mansfield 2005, 458).

Discussion and coda

Local villagers and informal labourers started the protests against RT, but the coalition of 
groups imperceptibly shifted the discourse of the movement from a social–ecological frame 
to a focussed, middle-class environmentalism aimed at stopping RT from mining. This shift 
occurred as the CSOs and environmental activists mobilised to demand that the tiger, the 
mega-fauna at the apex of the food chain in the forest, be protected. That strategic framing 
helped the activists win the battle as the protest movements jumped scales and the final 
battle was won in the court of law. Entanglements of scales of political opportunities at the 
national level, such as the weakening of RT’s political position due to regime change, and 
at the global level such as the slump in the diamond market, also played important roles in 
its exit from India’s diamond fields. The exit might sound like a success story for the anti-min-
ing movements, but the current regime is once again facilitating investment in Bunder, this 
time from Indian mega-corporate houses.

The BJP came to power with a majority mandate in 2014 for the first time and then again 
in 2019. Since then, the state has been orchestrating the repression of dissentious, activist 
civil society voices – particularly left and liberal groups across the class divide – that fight 
for minority rights and the underprivileged and, therefore, challenge the conservative, major-
itarian and exclusivist discourses of the ruling regime (Singh and Dasgupta 2019). A large 
section of the middle class and the media is actively or tacitly involved in this process of 
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top-down regimentation of public life in India. They propagate a discourse that vilifies the 
rights-based discourse of the liberals and the communist sympathisers of the poor, minorities 
and so-called lower castes. Social ecologists who promote the environmentalism of the poor 
and talk about fundamental transformations of institutions and practices are considered 
radical, provocative and subversive to the regime’s vision and path of political and social 
development, as the incarceration of many activists in 2018 proves (Biswas 2018). Recent 
censoring of environmental advocacy groups – their websites have been blocked and 
anti-terror laws invoked – shows that the political existential space left in India for any kind 
of activism, already scarce, is increasingly being restricted (Malik 2020).

States and regimes often allow political space for civil society networks to grow as these 
can be co-opted and used to vent out radical sociopolitical dissent. The voices and demands 
of local peoples are sidelined in the process, making the mobilisation futile. At the same 
time, however, the multi-scalar politics that emerges through these protests and conflicts 
forges new solidarities and global counter-hegemonic networks of peoples, organisations, 
spaces, discourses, imaginaries and practices for the articulation and expression of new 
forms and instances of dissent that hold out hope for transformational politics.
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Notes

 1. Bunder, in Bundelkhand, lies about 500 km south-east of the Indian capital of Delhi.
 2. The 73rd Constitutional Amendment Act, 1993 gives villages the power of formalised self-gov-

ernance through Panchayati Raj Institutions. The Panchayats (Extension to Scheduled Areas) 
Act, 1996 extends this power through the functioning of traditional Gram Sabhas (village 
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Panchayats or village councils) in areas to which the Fifth Schedule of the Constitution of India 
apply and which are inhabited mainly by tribal people. The act applies to Chhattisgarh. In 1997, 
the Samatha judgement of the Andhra Pradesh High Court, which was upheld by the Supreme 
Court of India, prohibited the transfer of land in Scheduled Areas to the government or private 
companies for mining without the permission of the Gram Sabha (Samatha Judgement 1997).

 3. Partizans’ campaign started in 1978 against the damage wrought by RT, one of the most pow-
erful companies of the world. Partizans set up the London Mining Network (LMN) in 2007. The 
Nostromo group is associated with the LMN (https://londonminingnetwork.org).

 4. The IndustriALL Global Union represents 50 million workers in the mining, energy and manu-
facturing sector in 150 countries. It works to improve their working conditions and trade union 
rights.

 5. A national trade union backed by the INC, a political party.
 6. Interview with an NGO worker, in Chattarpur, MP, on 19 May 2017.
 7. Interview with a journalist of Nai Dunia newspaper, in Panna, MP, on 27 May 2017.
 8. Interview with a movement participant, a Dalit villager, in Chattarpur, MP, on 19 May 2017.
 9. Interview with an adivasi teacher, opinion leader and activist in Chattarpur, MP, on 21 May 

2017.
 10. There is a precedent: the diamond mine operated by the National Mineral Development 

Corporation (NMDC) was closed three times in the past decade. The longest closure was from 
28 August 2005 to 19 June 2009 (Jyoti 2019).

 11. The tiger has significant symbolic value in colonial Indian history, state-making and policy. 
That symbolic value has shaped colonial and postcolonial conservation ethics, which is in turn 
influenced by global conservation drives and demands (Jalais 2009). The Project Tiger conser-
vation programme was launched in 1973 to protect the Bengal tiger from extinction, but it was 
found in 2006 to have been affected by poaching. By 2009, there were no tigers left in the 
Panna Tiger Reserve; the Wildlife Institute of India then organised a programme to reintroduce 
tigers, and their number grew to 26 (Shah 2016).

 12. In India, the tiger is not merely an animal; it is a metaphor for nationalism and pride. ‘Core areas’ 
and habitats in forests have been designated for its conservation and led the state to displace 
the indigenous tribes living there. Long-standing activism for the rights of ecosystem people 
led to the passing of the Recognition of Forest Rights Act, 2006, which gave them the right to 
live in the forest. Conservationists like Thapar think tiger protection is sacrosanct, but Guha 
(2006) criticises the cost to the marginalised poor. That exemplifies the current political face-off 
in Indian politics and policy between the environmentalism of the rich and the environmental-
ism of the poor.

 13. Interview with a local activist working with Pahal, in Chattarpur, MP, on 22 March 2017.
 14. Interview with an adivasi villager in Kasera village, Chattarpur, MP, on 12 March 2017.
 15. This is a mega-hydraulic river intervention project that will massively affect the landscape, en-

vironment and population. This particular project plans to transfer surplus water from the Ken 
River in Madhya Pradesh to the Betwa River in Uttar Pradesh to irrigate the drought-prone 
Bundelkhand region.

 16. Interview with a local politician, in Chattarpur, MP, on 4 April 2017.
 17. The Mines and Mineral (Development and Regulations) Act, 1957 (MMDR) lays down the legal 

framework for granting concessions of all mineral resources via auctions. In March 2015, the 
government amended the MMDR and set up a template for natural resource allocation through 
coal block auctions; this template is being followed for other minerals now. Six mines have 
been auctioned in Jharkhand, Odisha and Chhattisgarh under the amended MMDR (Sahu 
2016).

 18. India ranked 9th among 23 countries on the crony capitalism index in 2014 and 2016 (CCI 2014; 
2016).

 19. Our view was confirmed in an interview with a local BJP politician, in Chattarpur, MP, on 8 April 2017.
 20. Indian MNCs have recently been investing in African and Asian countries – earlier the privilege 

of only Anglo-American developed and colonising countries – and their exploitative labour 
relations and unsustainable extractive activities have already led to protests and controversies 
(Oskarsson and Lahiri-Dutt 2019).

https://londonminingnetwork.org
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 21. Posco and Arcelor Mittal exited India recently. RT’s exit will probably make it tougher to bring 
in foreign investment (Singh 2017), but that is probably what the current government wants: 
to create a monopoly market of certain national business houses through its prebendalist po-
litical economy. India indeed shows signs of resource nationalism and has a relatively long 
legacy at least among the Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa (BRICS) nations (Wilson 
2015).
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