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Abstract
Value chain interventions have grown increasingly important within the universe of development
projects that may be planned by government, multilateral, and non-governmental organizations.
Often enough, value chain intervention programs have been touted as a type of win-win solution
to combat more than one problem at a time. This holds true in the case of forest restoration and
poverty alleviation as well. Within developing countries, such interventions have gained a great
deal of popularity on account of the tantalizing proposition for an intervention to yield a twopronged solution. Most governmental and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) believe it to
be the silver bullet that could help them alleviate rural poverty, while also assist governments in
keeping with their global environmental and forest commitments. However, it is also crucial to
understand that there are nuances in the way that the community reacts to these interventions.
While most interventions are formatted similarly to benefit rural populations, not all populations
may necessarily react similarly towards the intervention. Within an intervention landscape, several
subcommunities often have different reactions to a standard intervention based on their indigenous
socio-economic structures, beliefs, and knowledge systems. At the basis of such varying reactions
towards a single intervention lies the multiple co-existence of several subcommunities 1 and their
indigenous ways of thinking and perceiving the universe. This could often yield exclusionary
results in some sections of rural society whose indigenous systems are most compatible to the
intervention to benefit more so than the others.

Subcommunities are defined as subdivided portions of community along the lines of caste, tribes, religion, etc. In
the case of this study, subcommunities are largely referred to subtribes within a sub tribal community
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1. Introduction and Background
Market-centric value chain interventions have emerged to become one of the predominant
solutions to address rural poverty and deforestation over the past couple of decades (Pokorny et
al., 2010). Development projects generally initiated by governments, multi-lateral agencies, and
NGOs globally have focused their efforts towards designing market-based interventions for rural
commodities, such as Non-Timber Forest Products (NTFPs) (Putz et al., 2008). This in turn, is
expected to uplift historically disenfranchised rural communities out of systemic poverty. In doing
so, such projects possess an expected outcome of waning these communities off of forests thereby
arresting deforestation (Pokorny et al., 2010). By creating markets and rural collectives, such
projects aim to financially enrich and formalize impoverished rural communities into the economic
system thus hoping to redress systemic financial disenfranchisement and environmental
degradation. Therefore, such projects envision within them, the goal of the proverbial two birds,
one stone solution through economic incentives and market-based approaches. This attempt to
remedy issues by development projects has often been sold in several developing nations as a winwin solution or discourse (Chambers et al., 2020). In this effort, such projects typically orient their
focus and strategies towards small 2 and marginal 3 farmers (Pokorny et al., 2010).
Economic incentives, community collectivization, and value-added services such as forward
market linkages are some of the examples of the production interventions designed for particular
rural and forest products. These financial incentives are tailored towards the aforementioned rural
poor. Rural poverty has also been typically associated with small and marginal farmers in the
global south (Chapin, 2004). It is these small and marginal farmers that are therefore chosen as
primary beneficiaries of such development projects (Chapin, 2004). However, more often than not
during the course of the project initiation to its finalization, the actual intended beneficiaries are
relegated to a mere observer status (Pokorny, 2010). As a measure of project imperatives, the often
externally designed intervention is super-imposed upon small and marginal farmers (Hall, 2004).
Small farmers are categorized by landownership of 2.5 to 5 acres (Ministry of Agriculture & Farmers Welfare,
2019).
3
Marginal farmers are categorized by landownership less than 2.5 acres (Ministry of Agriculture & Farmers
Welfare, 2019).
2
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This results in a nominal acceptance, at best, of the intervention by the intended beneficiaries
(Bryant and Bailey, 1997). On the other hand, historically prosperous sections of the rural
community such as large 4 and medium 5 farm holders end up reaping most benefits of the project
intervention (Robinson, 2019). This often sows or contributes towards already existing distrust in
a heavily socio-economically divided community. In other words, such interventions end up
unintentionally exacerbating socio-economic inequality. Moreover, in doing so the intervention
sets in motion a series of even destructive practices that ironically instead of arresting
deforestation, ensures it (Robertson, 2004). As small and marginal farmers make up a majority of
most farming and rural communities, it is them who are compelled to depend on whatever they
can do to get by instead of benefitting from the intervention (Pokorny et al., 2010). Therefore,
these market-based interventions that were meant to stimulate sustainable natural resource
management practices result in more exploitative ones (Pokorny et al., 2010).
1.1. Market Mechanisms and Rural Poor
Often, such projects are predicated upon the assumption that rural impoverished communities are
culpable for a large chunk of global deforestation in the first place which may be the case but is
not always necessarily true (Pokorny et al., 2010). Moreover, there is also an assumption that the
socio-economic status quo within these communities in developing nations is largely financial
(Saith, 2006). Due to this, it is seemingly obvious that a financial, market-based solution would
engender sustainable forestry and natural resource management practices (Pokorny et al., 2010).
However, what several projects often miss out is that such socio-economic woes can be a result of
traditional customary practices, indigenous belief and knowledge systems (Agrawal and Bauer,
2005). In fact, quite often the impoverished financial status of certain disenfranchised communities
is a direct result of these traditional indigenous knowledge, customs, and beliefs. This applies just
as much in the case of land distribution as well, wherein land tenure has historically been granted
along traditional lines of belief (Robinson, 2019). Traditional belief and knowledge systems often
shape not just the way of existence or the manner in which rural societies are structured (Robinson,

Large farmers are categorized by landownership above 25 acres (Ministry of Agriculture & Farmers Welfare,
2019).
5
Medium farmers are categorized by landownership between 10 to 25 acres (Ministry of Agriculture & Farmers
Welfare, 2019).
4
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2019). This could permeate almost all facets of society right from dietary elements to natural
resource management, and therefore, creates the basis of existence and ground realities.
Small and marginal farmers have typically encountered some of the severest challenges with
regard to access towards development schemes, capital, credit, subsidies offered to them by
government and multilateral development programs the world over (Pokorny et al., 2010). This
often compels them to exploit natural resources and expand agricultural activities into forest areas
as well (Kundstadter et. al., 2019). Additionally, the ever-growing population of small and
marginal farmers along with an increasing rate of land fragmentation has impeded development
projects and initiatives (Manjunatha et al., 2013). In emerging economies, farmers are compelled
to fragment their agricultural lands to accommodate the ever-growing rural population
(Bhattamishra, 2020). This results in low land acreage and low yield, which is propelling a surge
in distress migrations from villages to cities (Bhattamishra, 2020). On the other hand, a sizeable
majority of the rural population continues to reside and cultivate fragmented patches of land
(Behera et al., 2004). This in turn results in ever-increasing pressure on agricultural, land, and
natural resources. Due to an inversely proportionate relation between population increase and land
availability, land fragmentation surges resulting in more small and marginal farmers unable to
cultivate the land optimally and often compel them towards exploitative practices towards natural
resources (Kundstadter et. al., 2019). In summary, this result of fragmented agriculture pushes
small and marginal farmers into a double whammy of illegal forest area cultivation and subsistence
agriculture, which only serves to trap them in an endless cycle of debt and poverty (Behera et al.,
1999). This particular land-use pattern is especially true of large emerging economies, such as
India, especially given the heavy rate of land fragmentation in rural India (Manjunatha et al., 2013).
In India, small and marginal farmers make up for approximately 80% of the agriculture-dependent
population (Sahoo et al., 2020). In addition to access to capital, and other financial distinctions,
the multiplicity of tribe, religion, caste, language, are several other distinguishing factors amongst
farmers (Sahoo et al., 2020). These distinctions have often classified and heavily impacted the
behavior and motivations of farmers towards harvesting and processing practices of NTFPs
(Mahapatra et al., 2005). It is through the sub-communal sections of indigenous belief and
knowledge prevalent within rural populations, with regard to NTFP harvest and processing, that
this paper wishes to focus upon the environmental governance structures that arise vis-à-vis a
4

particular neoliberal intervention (Lund, 2015). As mentioned earlier, this paper aims to identify
subsections of society along the lines of socioeconomic hierarchy, indigenous knowledge, and
belief systems. Environmental governance and behavior, especially at a local level, are heavily
influenced by its collective belief and indigenous knowledge (Montes, 2020). Therefore, the
nuances of environmental governance itself is crucial to unpack. As NTFPs are chosen to be
studied in the sub-tribal context, this paper focuses on environmental governance in the context of
forest behavior and governance structures vis-à-vis sericulture (the practice of silk rearing).
In order to alleviate the pressure on land and agricultural resources, the Government of India has
adopted a hybrid system of high-yield agriculture, and livelihood diversification through off-farm 6
and non-farm 7 driven livelihoods (Ravi et al., 2006). The attempt to diversify livelihoods aim to
reduce the pressure on agricultural land, while the promotion of high-yield and high-value products
aims to stimulate rural economic growth (Sharma, 2019). In doing so, these interventions also
attempt to promote a sustainable use of forest land and resources without threatening biodiversity
and forests itself. Unsurprisingly, the role of forest products, especially NTFPs in this case is
indisputable (Lele et al., 2010). Moreover, the large variety of NTFPs that exist in India makes it
a particularly enticing opportunity for livelihood diversification (Arun, 2004). Of these several
NTFPs, silk can be considered one of the most important forms of forest-based livelihoods
especially as far as the north-eastern region of India is concerned (Shiva, 1998). The process of
silk rearing is a time-consuming process. While the entire process from worm to fabric is spread
across the several months, the rearing of silk larvae is most relevant to silk as an NTFP as it is in
this process that silkworms and the process of sericulture is most dependent upon feed leaves often
sourced from forest areas (Shiva, 1998). Consequently, it is this stage of the sericulture valuechain that this study has been chosen as an area of interest and further exploration in sync with the
research objectives and questions (see Figure 1).

6
7

Off-farm livelihoods relate to agri-allied produce such as animal husbandry, sericulture, etc.
Non-farm livelihoods relate to non-agricultural goods and services conducted within rural landscapes.

5

Figure 1: Processes of sericulture and the focus of this study.

1.2. Environmentality and Non-Timber Forest Produce/Products (NTFPs)
Environmentality relates to the environmental governance of any given society/community with
regard to its natural resource allocation, access, and use (Agrawal, 2005). In this light, I attempt to
understand the environmentality of communities through the vehicle of NTFPs as a natural
resource – specifically sericulture-based governance and production behavior in Meghalaya, India.
NTFPs serve several purposes and possess multiple traditional and cultural meanings depending
on the communities wherein they are harvested (Ingold, 2000). Moreover, the use and harvest
methods of NTFPs have also shaped environmental governance and behavior of a particular region
based on inherent traditional knowledge and systemic indigenous beliefs (Lund, 2015).
In India, there exist forest areas wherein NTFPs are used in very specific ways by specific
subcommunities, sericulture being one such example. The cultivation of silk is traditional in the
north-eastern region of the country, whereas it was later introduced as a value-added livelihood
commodity in the south of India (Umasankar et al., 2011). Therefore, the way in which the southern
states of India such as Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, and Tamil Nadu harvest and cultivate silk is
very different from that of how it is done traditionally in the north-eastern states of Assam,
Meghalaya, and Nagaland (Gangopadhyay, 2008). This is a useful example to demonstrate how a
commodity and a practice may vary depending on its perception by the local population. For
instance, in this case, the methods of silk production in the north-eastern region may be
6

traditionally inspired. On the other hand, the methods of production in the south of India may be
more economically encouraged (Umasankar et al., 2011). This differentiation on account of
indigenous belief and knowledge systems creates the central basis for this study. While there are
several differences between sericulture practices between different parts of India, differences can
often be witnessed even within the same village (Gangopadhyay, 2008). In tribal regions of Assam,
the harvest of the cocoons and worms are primarily carried out by tribal communities as non-tribal
communities restrict themselves to the weaving and trading of silk cocoons (Dhyani et al., 1996).
Moreover, some subcommunities within the same village restrict themselves to cultivate just one
type of silk, while others do not. This displays the varying involvement of different sericulture
processes by various subcommunities within the same landscape based on indigenous knowledge
and belief systems (Umasankar et al., 2011).
Further justifying my use for this case as a setting to expand upon our research problem, it is worth
pointing out the neoliberal association to institutional sericulture interventions. Based on
Fletcher’s (2017) definition of neoliberal environmentality, value chain interventions in sericulture
production in Meghalaya, India, aims to use technology, capacity building, financial mechanisms
(provision of cash and in-kind benefits), and local village production governance structures with a
key aim of augmenting livelihood income (Upadhyay and Barman, 2013). Critically, the
intervention program aims at drafting and using already existing policies to shape and define
sericulture practices, behavior, and production governance structures of indigenous communities
through market linkages and capacity building (Deutsch, 2020). This fits well within the definition
of neoliberal environmentality. Moreover, the encouragement that the private sector be further
engaged in these value chains for access to silk products and livelihood upliftment by the
government is also indicative of a neoliberal intervention. I shall further expand upon the
neoliberal intervention and environmentality towards the end of this chapter. I also point out how
and why the chosen intervention is a neoliberal one in the Case Study section.
1.3. Case Landscape
The state of Meghalaya is situated in the eastern region of India and is one of the few state
governments that has invested in a heavy undertaking for the promotion of sericulture as a
livelihood diversification practice. It is also one of the few states wherein sericulture is known to
take on a traditional meaning and is inseparable from its inhabitant’s culture (Upadhayay and
7

Barman, 2013). This often brings about a different sense of meaning and connotation to the
practice of sericulture as a livelihood (Upadhayay and Barman, 2013). This invariably impacts the
community’s behavior and practice as well.
The Sericulture Department is a state government body set up by the Government of Meghalaya.
It is also a state body that acts as a nodal institution for most grants and funds related to sericulture.
The department has executed several national and state level schemes that deal with interventions
in sericulture as a livelihood for the rural population of Meghalaya. However, the pan-state
intervention by the department could possibly yield exclusionary – even varying - results due to
the variety in people’s landholding, beliefs, methods, and cultural attachment towards sericulture.
These categories of variation can often lie along sub-communal lines within any given landscape
(Robinson, 2019). Disproportionate economic results of some sections of the state are a possible
outcome (Pouw and Baud, 2013). This would certainly harm the effectiveness and impact of the
intervention’s intended objectives in attaining sustainable equitable growth and maintaining or
restoring forest areas (Deutsch, 2019).
The inability to appropriately gauge and include all perspectives to ensure truly inclusive growth
could derail any project intervention by creating division within a landscape between the ‘haves’
and the ‘have nots’ (Robinson, 2019). This could result in a portion of the intervention population
gaining and protecting forests resources, while the rest would disregard and/or exploit forest
resources based on indignation they may have suffered due to the projects inability to facilitate
inclusive growth (Pouw and Baud, 2013). Often enough, the landholding of farmers is directly
proportionate to the hierarchy of their respective tribe, clan, class, or caste system that is inherent
to the social governance structures entrenched within these indigenous societies (Deshpande,
2000). In this context, the proposed intervention often exacerbates rural inequality amongst the
already disenfranchised and impoverished segment of the rural society while simultaneously
catalyzing the economic development of an already prosperous portion of the same society
(Robinson, 2019). Therefore, this study would focus primarily on the role of sericulture as an
NTFP in environmental governance in the state of Meghalaya, India.
As I have outlined above, there are inherent inequalities within the rural ground realities of India
(Deshpande, 2000). Several governments and organizations have and are planning market-based
interventions to remedy these to ensure the overall development of some of its most impoverished
8

citizens (Pouw and Baud, 2013). Alongside several others, sericulture value-chain interventions
have been chosen to bring about this impact. However, ground realities pose a serious challenge
towards such stated development goals. Indigenous socio-economic structures based on traditional
knowledge and belief systems, often unaccounted for in development projects, may not necessarily
be the ideal solution (Pouw and Baud, 2013). With sericulture being a traditional practice in a
tribal state, Meghalaya becomes a relevant state to study sericulture in context of such development
projects. Something that is critical to understand in this regard is how various forms of
environmental governance, which stems from indigenous knowledge and belief systems effect
change in value-chain projects (Upadhayay and Barman, 2013). These forms of governance which
are intrinsic to the region and inevitably contend with any intervention that is designed towards
the community it resides within. Therefore, in order to understand this, I aim to apply an
environmentality lens.
1.4. Environmentality as a framework
Forms of environmental governance are as diverse as the geographies they reside in. Cemented in
Foucaultian discourse on governmentality, I have understood the variety of environmental
governance forms, or ‘environmentality’, that are situated in several conservation and development
programs the world over (Agrawal, 2005). Before we attempt to understand environmentality in
the context of this study, it is crucial to be aware of its genesis. Within the scope and scale of
Foucaultian literature, governmentality is defined as the ‘art of governance’, and is determined by
the relation between a populace and its political, social, or capital resources - the ‘conduct of
conduct’ (Fletcher, 2010). ‘Environmentality’ therefore finds its genealogical roots in this
Foucaultian discourse on governmentality, which primarily highlights the role of power and
knowledge in defining governance structures, stakeholders, and techniques within any given
society (Montes, 2020).
Before I begin to unpack the research problem, it is important to understand the nuances of
environmentality, at the heart of which lay the research problem. Based on Foucault’s framework
on multiple governmentalities – Sovereign, Disciplinary, Neoliberal, and Truth – Fletcher (2010)
similarly posited these four major classifications within environmentality. Moreover, Fletcher
(2010 and 2017) was also able to demonstrate how the multiple forms of environmentalities often
interact with each other often creating a hybrid form of environmentality as well, proving that
9

these four forms of environmentality may not necessarily be mutually exclusive. For the course of
this paper however, I would only aim to identify and study the interaction between the two forms
of environmentality – neoliberal and truth. The rationale behind this is the relative lack of academic
exposure that this strata of environmentality has received (Teoh, 2015).
1.4.1. Truth Environmentality
Fletcher defines truth environmentality as an approach wherein authority and prescriptions for
appropriate environmental behavior and self-governance is derived not from rules, norms, and
external incentives, but from intrinsic socio-religious truths of a respective community population
about the fundamental nature of life and the universe (Montes, 2020). However, the seemingly
inexhaustible supply and ever-evolving nature of truth across a spatial-temporal spectrum has
resulted in multiple truths itself, ergo multiple truth environmentalities (Teoh, 2015). Moreover,
with the multiplicity of religious, tribal, class, and caste-based form of spiritual belief, suffice it to
say that truth environmentality would be as variegated as the truth that people conceive and abide
by across different communities (Foucault, 2008).
1.4.2. Neoliberal Environmentality
The next feature in understanding our research problem is neoliberal environmentality. Fletcher
(2019) defines it as a form of governance that seeks to create, through an intervention, external
incentive structures within which individuals, understood as self-interested rational actors, can be
motivated to exhibit environmentally appropriate behaviors through manipulation of incentives. A
salient feature worth noting within neoliberal environmentality is that the external incentives
referred to for eliciting local governance structures are indeed directly or indirectly monetary
incentives (Fletcher, 2010). For instance, it could be argued that technology or capacity building
interventions are both external incentives that contribute in one way or another towards the
increased economic value of a commodity (Buscher, 2009). Therefore, according to this
framework, the manipulation of any intervention that aims to augment the monetary value of a
commodity in order to influence certain environmental governance and behavior is what can be
considered a neoliberal intervention (Sullivan, 2010). I expand further on the role of truth and
neoliberal environmentality in the Theoretical Framework section. In doing so, I hope to explain
and highlight its importance to this study. Furthermore, in this way, I aim to highlight how
environmentality as a lens is appropriate in order to address the research aim and objectives.
10

1.5. Finding the gap
In the introduction section of this paper, I outlined how intervention projects especially those with
a neoliberal bent tend to encounter a limited rate of adoption. Even those that do enjoy success
seem to experience them in silos (Pokorny et al., 2010). Moreover, the rate of success heavily
depends upon the landscape that a project is executed in (Deutsch, 2020). Different intervention
programs have varying levels of adoption and rejection by the respective communities within
which they are placed (Pokorny et al., 2010). Such projects may be immensely successful in one
region while another project with a very similar manner of execution in a different social,
economic, or geopolitical landscape may not garner similar success (Pokorny et al., 2010). As one
dives deeper, one may also encounter how this range of varying adoption of an intervention may
persist within the exact same intervention landscape (Robinson, 2019). It is clear that there are
always variables that bring about this difference in uptake of a project. However, what these
variables are, and how reliant they are upon indigenous truths at a collective communal level
(Fletcher, 2010) is an interesting area of inquiry and sets the basis for this paper. I have pointed
out how community-wide indigenous knowledge can and do inspire actions, behaviors, and
governance structures of a specific community. In this regard, it is important to identify what truths
govern and impact collective environmental governance and behavior in order to map the impact
an intervention might bring about. Moreover, it is critical to identify how and why these several
varying truths interface with a specific intervention project to yield varying results. This could help
us understand how and why development projects vary in efficacy vis-à-vis adoption by a
community. It is within this context that I would like to situate my research wherein I aim to use
an environmentality framework to highlight what possible reasons there may be for such
interventions not adopted in its entirety. In order to fully identify and understand the knowledge
gap, it is crucial to understand the nature and multiplicity of truth along with its bearing on an
intervention. This, I critically unpack in much more detail in my theoretical framework section
backed with literature review.
1.6. Unpacking the research problem
It is through the discovery and delineation of this study’s knowledge gap, that I attempt to better
pronounce the study’s research aim. Often time, something that plays a crucial role in determining
an intervention’s adoption is that of indigenous belief and knowledge systems. Such indigenous
belief and knowledge systems defined as communal ‘truths’ are fundamental determinants of an
11

intervention’s uptake (Montes, 2020). This is especially true of projects that intervene within a
landscape wherein these truths are most intrinsically bound to a commodity, such as silk in
Meghalaya. Silk, as stated earlier, is considered not merely traditional but quasi-religious in the
north-eastern region of India (Upadhyaya and Barman, 2013). Therefore, a great deal of sericulture
practices is governed by a community’s indigenous truth. Moreover, these indigenous truths could
possibly define a community’s reaction to an external neoliberal intervention in a traditional
commodity within a single landscape.
In the case of this study, there are certain tribes that reside within the state of Meghalaya. As they
are sub-tribes that are distinct from each other, they vary in terms of indigenous beliefs and
knowledge systems (Sen, 2013). Each of them also has a different association and value attribution
towards silk (Upadhyaya and Barman, 2013). In this study, I hypothesize that some of these subtribes benefit socially and economically more so than the rest based purely on how conducive their
truth is to the intervention project. Robinson (2019) states that such projects blind to intracommunal power dynamics and knowledge systems are a fundamental driver for adoption or
rejection of a project. While Robinson (2019) uses a gender lens to understand how communities
and subcommunities interact with a neoliberal intervention, I intend to use an environmentality
lens (Montes, 2020). I aim to understand how communities and subcommunities are structured
based upon indigenous knowledge and belief systems (truths) in relation to the neoliberal
intervention. In line with this attempt, it is critical to work with and explore some basic tenets 1)
what truths exist within a community or subcommunity; 2) how these truths govern livelihood and
environmental behavior vis-à-vis silk; 3) how receptive or not do the indigenous truths render a
community/subcommunity towards a neoliberal intervention; and finally, 4) how do different parts
of a community differ in reaction to a neoliberal intervention based on these truths. These four
areas of enquiry channel the direction of this paper, especially in context of its research question
as well which I shall expand upon in the Research Questions section.
In accordance with these general areas of enquiry, I use a multiple environmentality framework to
declutter and understand the nuances of discourse between sub-communal truths and a neoliberal
intervention. I shall further expand upon this in the Theoretical Framework section. This brings us
to the study’s research aim.

12

2. Research Aim
Within this study, I attempt to understand whether varying possible outcomes, as a result of the
discourse between neoliberal and multiple truth environmentalities, economically benefit a select
sub-communal strata within a neoliberal intervention landscape more so than the others (see Figure
2).
As national and state-level interventions in sericulture have been planned by the Government of
India along with its multilateral organizational partners, it is crucial to understand the several
perspectives of subcommunities within an intervention landscape. The key concern is to identify
whether and how the intervention impacts each community inclusive of the subcommunities within
them, and in what ways. There is a possibility that due to the multiple truth environmentalities
intact within multiple subcommunities of an intervention landscape, the effects and impacts of a
project intervention could vary significantly. In this context, I have selected the Catalytic
Development Program (CDP) in Meghalaya as the intervention for this study. I delineate this
intervention in further detail in the case section below.

Figure 2: A diagrammatic representation of multiplicity of truths viz a viz neoliberal intervention.
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3. Research Questions
I.

Are there multiple sub-communal truths based on traditional ecological knowledge
and beliefs which define environmentality through sericulture in Umling,
Meghalaya?
•

Are there different processes and practices of sericulture in Umling, Meghalaya, if so, what
are they?

•

Do different subcommunities value sericulture in different contexts – economic or
traditional/cultural?

•

Are different components or stages within the sericulture value chain classified along subcommunal lines?

II.

Does the interaction between multiple truth environmentalities and a neoliberal
intervention for sericulture result in varied environmentality outcomes in Umling,
Meghalaya?
•

Have there been any changes in sericulture processes and practices due to the intervention?

•

What are possible outcomes of the interaction between neoliberal and multiple truth
environmentalities and what are its implications?

•

Are sericulture value chains engendering a neoliberal environmentality, or benefitting only
those whose truths are conducive to the intervention?
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4. Theoretical Framework
Environmentality as mentioned earlier is a form of environmental governance. Accordingly, a
multiple environmentality theoretical framework based on environmentality that plays a key role
in highlighting and addressing the knowledge gap and research problem within this study. In this
section I would like to highlight motivations and behaviors of communities that are derived or
influence the type of environmentality itself.
In light of this discourse, a focus on a population’s relation with its resources garnered curiosity
and attention from political ecologists (Robbins, 2011). Insofar as political ecology is concerned,
environmentality evolved as one of the lenses used through which to view conservation of natural
resources and development of local communities carried out across the world (Agrawal, 2005).
Not unlike governmentality, environmentality was particularly keen on identifying the relationship
of a population with its natural resources in context of its environmental governance (Agrawal,
2005). Environmentality can therefore be described as the art of environmental governance – i.e.,
a population/community’s governance mechanisms in the context of, and driven by, its natural
resources (Fletcher, 2010). This concept of environmentality is key to the research problem that
this paper advances.
According to Chambers et al. (2019) there exist specific motivations and behaviors of people
within a community towards land use and these behaviors are classified either as intrinsic or
extrinsic. Critically, a point worth noting is how these specific motivations and behaviors shape,
or are in turn shaped by, the respective type of environmentality itself. For instance, the ‘intrinsic
moral’ motivation stems from collective belief of a community which define the communal
environmental self-governance and behavior. On the other hand, an ‘extrinsic material’ motivator
(in this case economic motivator) would work externally to appeal to a community and individual’s
rationality and economic sense to motivate environmental governance (Fletcher, 2017). This
difference of an extrinsic motivation being non-indigenous to some communities and intrinsic
motivation being communally conceived towards environmental self-governance is a crucial
perspective to internalize for the course of this study. It is also important to note that intrinsic
motivation is considered a bottom-up motivator insofar as its approach towards environmental
governance while extrinsic motivation is considered a top-down motivator approach (Chambers et
al., 2019).
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4.1. Truth Environmentality
Towards the latter years of his life and career, Foucault defined ‘truth’ as the conception and
outlook of a society towards the world, based on inherent social knowledge systems (Montes,
2020). This social truth, he claimed, was the manifestation of power in the form of governance
through inherent knowledge within a specific society. Therefore, he posited, that the self-induced
governance of society was centered around a notion of collective truth (Robinson, 2021). This was
later coined as “truth environmentality” by Robert Fletcher in his seminal work on multiple or
variegated environmentalities (Fletcher, 2010). Truth environmentality, he claimed, was the
environmental governance of a society and its natural resource based on inherent knowledge
systems, religious texts, or sacred beliefs which the community collectively believed to be the
‘truth’ (Teoh, 2015). This paved the way for thought and scholarship along the lines of
environmental governance with a lens of indigenous knowledge that stemmed from religious texts
and sacred beliefs.
Until Fletcher’s (2010) multiple environmentality framework, environmentality literature largely
was restricted to the discourse between sovereign and disciplinary form of environmentality based
on Foucault’s sovereign-disciplinary-governmentality triad framework (Montes, 2020). The
inclusion of truth as a form of environmentality brought into the fray a copious amount of
ontologies and epistemologies of truth into the environmental governance framework – the
proverbial opening of the floodgates of innumerable indigenous knowledge (Collins, 2020). This
held especially true for the global south whose environmentality is steeped in tradition and sacred
religious beliefs.
Having defined this, Foucault self admittedly had just scratched the surface of what truth is or
could be. His focus of truth as a form of governance unsurprisingly relied on a Euro-centric notion
of truth which more or less revolved around monotheistic religion, government, and neoliberalism
(Montes, 2020). Foucault conceded that truth as a driver of governance still needs a great degree
of exploration. He believed that truth has a significant contribution to make in the knowledge and
power dynamic of governmentality (Montes, 2020). He recognized that truth as a form of
governmentality received very little attention within the western academic sphere of influence.
Instead, he pointed eastwards to further develop the idea of governmentality of truth. Invariably,
this conceptually also applies to truth environmentality.
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4.2. Neoliberal Environmentality
While Foucault stuttered on truth governmentality, neoliberal governmentality on the other hand
was something that he was able to very eloquently define (Cepek, 2011). Foucault explained that
humans have come to define and govern themselves by invoking universal markets, free trade, free
will, and rational thought (Fletcher, 2010). In other words, this would mean the governance of a
people based on external economic incentives that would appeal to the rational self-interested
human (Fletcher, 2017). The emergence of a post-colonial era witnessed the advent of homo
economicus which heralded the age of laissez faire (Montes, 2017). The proliferation of this age
proved very conducive to the spread of neoliberalism. However, critical scholars including
Foucault himself, later argue that laissez faire while commonly associated with neoliberalism is
principally opposed to it (Cepek, 2011). Inevitably, free market neoliberalism found its way into
environmental governance as well.
Political ecology scholarship, especially over the past decade is rife with the effects and impacts
of neoliberal environmentality in conservation studies (Robbins, 2011). Several political ecology
scholars have identified how neoliberal environmentality has more than eked out a space for itself
in conservation projects across the world in keeping with the post-colonial neoliberal age (Muller,
2020). The manner in which ecotourism, Payment for Ecosystem Services (PES) schemes, and
value chain interventions are typically planned and implemented in order to address rural poverty
and conservation as a ‘win-win discourse’, is what is considered to be an epitome in neoliberal
environmentality approach (Chambers et al., 2019). While this approach of a win-win narrative
may have its strengths, its blanket application in the form of project interventions by multilateral
organizations, is something that several critics have increasingly called into question (Igoe and
Brockington, 2007). Moreover, a large number of post-colonial scholars and political ecologists
have pointed out that neoliberal environmentality has been one of the most influential facets of
environmentality (Fletcher, 2020). While it may amalgamate, co-exist with, and challenge other
forms of environmentality (mostly disciplinary and sovereign), a key feature of neoliberal
environmentality is its ability to retain its position as the dominant form of environmentality
amongst the rest (Deutsch, 2019). Despite this, the discourse between neoliberal interventions and
the environmentality it yields varies significantly on a case-to-case basis. Scholarship on the matter
of this discourse has been limited especially in the context of neoliberal and truth environmentality
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(Chambers et al., 2019). Therefore, as part of this study I would like to posit that this phenomenon
can be attributed to how truth is often treated as a monolithic non-malleable phenomenon.
4.3. Gap in academic literature
Whether it be within a multiple environmentality framework of Chambers et al. (2019) for their
study in Peru, Fletcher’s (2010) multiple governmentalities in environmental politics, or Raycraft’s
(2019) study on ‘(un)making of environmental subjects’, literature on truth environmentality and
discourse is sparse. The limited literature that does exist, outlines a largely monolithic view of
truth environmentality and its role in environmental politics and governance. In doing so, the
several alternative possible outcomes remain undefined by these studies. Consequently, the
discourse specifically between neoliberal and truth environmentality seem limiting. For instance,
in Raycraft’s (2019) study on ‘unmaking of environmental subjects’, the truth environmentality
aspect is addressed but is merely used to prove how inherent truths and belief systems malign or
unmake environmental subjects which were derived through a disciplinary environmentality.
Furthermore, Muller’s (2020) study on REDD+ compliance and indigenous subjectivities in
Tanzania also discussed neoliberal environmentality with sovereign and disciplinary with a
seemingly cursory mention about truth environmentality.
There is, however, some interesting literature of note which has focused on the discourse between
truth and neoliberal environmentality. To begin with, Montes’s (2020) work on the ‘Buddhist
biopower – Variegated governmentality in Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness’ puts forth this
perspective with great detail. Montes (2020) demonstrates how the amalgamation of neoliberal
and truth environmentality could form a type of hybrid environmentality which he calls ‘Buddhist
biopower’. This study was supplemented by Teoh’s (2015) study on Gross National Happiness in
Bhutan which in essence augmented Montes’s case on the emergence of a hybrid form of
environmentality based on the interaction between truth and neoliberal environmentality.
Finally, Youdelis’s (2013) ‘Competitive dis/advantages of eco-tourism in Northern Thailand’
illustrates how truth environmentality was conjured by the local community as a form of protest
against the neoliberal environmentality eco-tourism intervention conducted within the community.
This protest was against the intervention implemented by a French NGO on behalf of the French
Development Agency (AFD), and the National Park Conservation Authority of the Government
of Thailand. This study demonstrates that truth environmentality seems to be a reactionary - as
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opposed to formative – type of environmentality which may not necessarily be the case. However,
most importantly, it is worth noting that all studies that do engage in neoliberal and truth
environmentality still view truth as a monolith and its reaction to neoliberal environmentality.
In the course of identifying the multiplicity of indigenous environmental governance structures
based on multiple sub-communal truths, this study also attempts to highlight the possible outcomes
of discourse between a neoliberal intervention and several indigenous truth environmentalities.
Literature to some extent states the possible outcomes of understanding different truth
environmentalities and their interaction with a single neoliberal intervention. Robinson’s (2019)
paper on environmentality in Senegal clearly states how a neoliberal policy intervention within a
specific landscape furthers the prosperity of an already prosperous and limited section of the
community. He explains how the truth of a limited section of the community is very conducive to
neoliberal interventions while a significant other section’s truth is not, resulting in the latter’s
exploitation under the project intervention. In his case study, Robinson explains how a land use
and resource allocation intervention, blind to the intra-communal power structures and relations
based on inherent truths and subjectivity, resulted in the reinstation and reinforcement of
autochthonous patriarchal gentry. He also points out how critical scholarship on environmental
beliefs and practices is often framed in terms of dominance and resistance neglecting intracommunal subjectivities and power relations (Robinson, 2019).
Similarly, Sierra Deutsch (2020) also explains how varying truth environmentalities across
different landscapes yield different results. She states how the indigenous truth environmentality
was more conducive to a neoliberal intervention in Cambodia as compared to that of Myanmar.
As we have identified through literature that a neoliberal intervention may benefit a select part of
a community whose truth environmentality is more conducive to the intervention, therefore the
endeavor of this study is to identify precisely that but within one specific intervention landscape.
4.4. Conceptualizing the theory
In this theoretical framework section, I have pointed out what the theory is and how it applies in
the context of development projects the world over. Similarly, I have chosen a project known as
the Catalytic Development Program (CDP) which is a value chain intervention in the state of
Meghalaya, India that is an initiative by the Government of India. This project shall represent the
neoliberal intervention for reasons that I have and will further expand upon in the case section.
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Moreover, I shall critically highlight how and what makes this development project a neoliberal
one. In addition to this, I also attempt to illustrate the multiple truths that exist at a sub-tribal level
and how each one of them interface with a single neoliberal intervention. I have chosen three subtribes across my study landscape for this purpose with their respective sub-tribal truths. The thrust
of identifying the truth lies in the value attribution that each sub-tribe has towards silk. I shall also
use the sericulture practices in this regard. The sense of value and sericulture practices are both
representative of indigenous knowledge and belief systems which are traditional and historic. In
addition to this I also highlight how the neoliberal intervention might have brought about changes
in the indigenous practices of sericulture, and which sub-truth may or may not be more conducive
to the intervention. I have designed these analytical filters upon which I expound in my results
section, along the lines of the six sub-research questions that unfurl out of my two main research
questions. In essence, this is what truth can be defined as according to the theoretical framework.
In this way, I would like to draw your attention towards the interface between neoliberal and truth
environmentality as several other academic literature has done which I have mentioned in this
section. I unpack this in greater detail in my methodology section wherein I also explain the
method as to how I conceptualize the theory.
5. Case Background
In this section I offer the background to the landscape and the case that I have chosen as part of
this study. I have also offered literature backed explanations as to why I have chosen this case
specifically as part of this study. I offer the socio-economic background to all elements and
variables that I have chosen to analyze during the course of this study as well.
As per census data 2011, the state of Meghalaya comprises of 85.9% tribal population while the
remainder of the population is non-tribal (Sen, 2013). Despite a variety of tribes that actually exist,
the state is largely divided across three major tribes, the Khasi, Jaintia, and Garo. These
classifications are according to the Scheduled Caste and Tribe Act of India 1989. The 12 district
borders have been largely based on the district’s tribes – Khasi, Jaintia, and Garo. However, this
classification is not as straight forward as it seems. Within each of these tribes there exists several
sub-tribes and clans (Sen, 2013). The Khasi’s generally have better access to opportunity,
education, and therefore a greater role in state affairs and governance. The fact that the state capital
Shillong is located in a Khasi district has also promoted Khasi leadership and bureaucracy to a
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great extent (Sen, 2013). The Garo tribes are considered very enterprising and politically ambitious
(Maikhuri and Gangwar, 1993). Finally, the Jaintia tribes are considered an economically affluent
class of tribes who source their wealth from rat-hole mining for coal (Maikhuri and Gangwar,
1993).
The focus of this study however, was within the district 8 of Ri-Bhoi. The district is situated north
of the East Khasi Hills district which happens to house the state capital of Shillong. Ri-Bhoi is
considered one of the most fertile districts and is one of the top three districts for agricultural and
agri-allied produce in the state with its capital Nongpoh (Office of the Registrar General & Census
Commissioner, India (ORGI), 2014). It can be considered a buffer district that lies to the south of
Assam and is also a district that lies between the two state commercial capitals of Guwahati and
Shillong. It is also the district that is the highest producer of silk – fabric and worms (Upadhyaya
and Barman, 2013). The climate is temperate and is highly suitable for sericulture alongside
several other agri-allied produce (Office of the Registrar General & Census Commissioner, India
(ORGI), 2014).
The region gained district status in the year 1992 which was 20 years after Meghalaya gained
statehood in 1972 (Government of Meghalaya, 2022). The Bhoi’s are a sub-tribe of the larger
Khasi tribe within the state of Meghalaya. The Bhoi sub-tribe is officially recognized as a Khasi
sub-tribe and not as a Bhoi tribe in and of itself. Ri-Bhoi is the district wherein the Bhoi are
indigenous. As per the scheduled tribe status the Bhoi’s are tribal but are registered and classified
as Khasi (Scheduled Tribes Act, Government of India, 1989). Interestingly however, the Bhoi’s
themselves are more a collective of several even lesser-known tribes and clans (see Figure 3).
“There is also a sub-tribe called ‘Bhoi’ that shares its name with the larger confederation of Bhoi
tribes. All tribes that reside within Ri-Bhoi consider themselves Bhoi. Khasi is spoken commonly
with several dialects” (Janess Pyngrope, Khasi women entrepreneur). Within the district there are
three administrative blocks out of which this study focuses on one of them – Umling. Umling is
also the block wherein the district headquarters is located. The block of Umling largely comprises
of Bhoi, Karbi, and Marngar sub-tribes while Lalungs, Mikirs, and Bodos are found largely in the

A district is the penultimate administrative strata of state government in India. A collective of villages form a
block, a collective of blocks form a district, and finally a collective of districts comprise of the state.
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remaining two blocks (see Figure 3). I have also chosen the villages of Umsawnoldhi, Nartap,
Umden, and Umkon for reasons that I state in the Methodology section.
Within each of these sub-tribes there exist several clans that are quite distinguishable from each
other. The type of clans within each sub-tribe varies and defines the hereditary lineage, social
norms, and customs (Sen, 2013). ‘Therefore, to consider the Bhoi and Khasi as one unit would
certainly be an oversimplification. Moreover, religious beliefs also vary across the tribes. Despite
these distinctions, most people in Umling consider themselves ‘Bhoi’ regardless of region or subtribe’ (as per Interview with District Sericulture Officer).
Umling is traditionally divided between three kingdoms known as ‘Syiems’. These Syiems are
traditional dominions of tribal kings who ruled by virtue of tradition and lineage. The Syiems have
found a way to integrate themselves into modern rural administration and as they possess
constitutional autonomy from the Government of India as far as rural governance is concerned
(Tiwari, 2019). They do still possess a substantial amount of power over people in Ri-Bhoi in
terms of governance. Syiems are part and parcel of indigenous social governance structure that are
both official and not (Tiwari, 2019). They do possess traditional titles based on which all major
decisions are taken but they are not official titles recognized by the Government of India (Soanes,
2015). Yet, autonomy was granted to them by the Government of India.

Figure 3: Umling block map of Ri-Bhoi district and villages chosen for the study.
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5.1. Syiems and Sirdars
The Syiem is a kingdom within a region that is a collective of several villages comprising of one
particular tribe. Each village has its own headman that is elected who in turn reports to the Syiem’s
head (also known as Sirdar or Syiem) in accordance with traditional rural governance norms
(Tiwari, 2019). This form of governance is still followed to this day whererin the Syiems wield
the ultimate power in governance albeit unofficially. The ‘Syiem’ship is an inherited title that
largely remain within a very select group of aristocratic families (Tiwari, 2019). The members
within the family typically vote to choose the Sirdar however, no person outside of the family may
be chosen. “To a great extent, several other minor aristocratic families also end up becoming
‘village headmen’ – an official title recognized by the Government of India - and other landed
gentry as part of their traditional role. However, unlike Sirdars they can be voted out. Either way,
the aristocratic families do wield a substantial amount of power” (Interview with District
Sericulture Officer). These inherited governance structures play a critical role in rural governance,
landholding, and sericulture practice in Umling (see Figure 4). Typically, the members of the
Syiem and other extended aristocrats tend to be large and medium landholding farmers. Being part
of the landed gentry, it is typically this community that also lease out their land to other parts of
the tribal community that do not belong to the aristocracy (Bhattacharya, 2011). Moreover,
historically, the Sirdars and village headmen were also the adjudicators and distributors of land
rights in the Umling (Soanes, 2015). This gave the Syiems and village headmen a disproportionate
amount of power over their fellow tribal villagers. On the other hand, village residents not part of
this familial aristocracy ended up becoming small, marginal, and landless farmers (Tiwari, 2021).
This is a crucial take-away from the case background as it comes together in the discussion section
of how each sub-tribe and clan is impacted differently. I shall expand upon the implications of this
in the results section that follows.
The district of Ri-Bhoi comprises of three Syiems – Nongpoh Syiem, Marngar Syiem, and Umden
Syiem. The Nongpoh Syiem belongs to the Bhoi tribe who can trace their ancestry exclusively to
Ri-Bhoi (Sen, 2013). The Marngar Syiem comprises of the Marngar sub-tribe whose origins are
from the neighboring state of Assam (i.e., the south of Assam) until as recently as 150 years ago.
Finally, the Umden Syiem comprises of the Karbi sub-tribe whose origins are also from the
neighboring state of Assam albeit eastern Assam. Even though the Karbis and Marngars hail from
Assam, they are culturally different from each other (Soanes, 2015). Social structures, language,
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traditional attire and diets, and religion are all examples of ways in which these sub-tribes differ.
On settling in Ri-Bhoi, all sub-tribes began to adopt the Bhoi governance structure of ‘Syiem’ship
(Tiwari, 2021).

Land Distribution
• Medium & Large Farmholding - Syiems and Sardars
• Small Marginal & Landless Farmholding - Villagers

Figure 4: Socio-economic structure and sub-tribal landholding distribution of Syiems in Umling block of Ri-Bhoi district.

Unsurprisingly, with this diversity in tribal beliefs and social structures, there is a discernible
difference in lifestyles and livelihood choices. However, there is also a lot in common in terms of
methods, practices, knowledge, and belief systems of Bhoi societies (Soanes, 2015). Sericulture
as several other livelihoods is a good example to visualize this phenomenon. Sericulture is
something that almost every household is engaged in one way or another (Upadhyay and Barman,
2013). It is one of the few activities that can be found in almost every household regardless of
religion, tribe, clan, or sometimes, even gender (Upadhyay and Barman, 2013). Yet, each sub-tribe
have nuanced perceptions of the degree of reverence that silk is owed. This typical oscillation
between similarities and differences is what this chapter on results aims to shed light on in the
context of sericulture. Finally, the sericulture value-chain is based on its processes from rearing of
the worm until the creation of fabric. However, not every tribal community indulges in all
processes of sericulture (Upadhyay and Barman, 2013). In this setting I would like to point out
that this study would focus only on the rearing process of worms until the cocoon stage. It is only
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this stage that is most relevant and impactful to the NTFP and forests – most importantly, the feed
of worms. Accordingly, this study would focus on the variation in processes and practices,
attribution of value, and the intervention in context of the silk rearing from worm to cocoon stage.
5.2. Neoliberal Intervention – Catalytic Development Program
The case chosen in the context of this study was the Catalytic Development Program (CDP) under
the Central Silk Board of the Ministry of Textiles, Government of India. However, this project was
also funded in part by the state Government of Meghalaya. The project was initiated in the year
2004 and was discontinued in the year 2014. The CDP was a project that aimed at introducing a
high value commodity in the form of Muga silk to a region that houses a traditional silk rearing
community. Muga is a type of silk that is indigenous to the tribes of the neighboring state of Assam
and not to the indigenous tribal communities of Meghalaya, certainly not to the Ri-Bhoi district
(Upadhyay and Barman, 2013). Muga does not bear any traditional or spiritual relevance to the
tribes of Meghalaya (Upadhyay and Barman, 2013). The project was aimed at introducing and
encouraging local communities to produce a high value variety of silk called Muga through
economic incentives. Muga is a non-indigenous to the state of Meghalaya but is a high value
variety of silk. Therefore, this case was chosen as it best encompasses the discourse between
indigenous truths of indigenous communities and neoliberal interventions.
In light of this scheme, the sericulture department promoted training for Muga rearing, provision
of all Muga rearing infrastructure and equipment - such as rearing houses, Muga larvae, feed plant
saplings, etc. - and a fixed price buy-back mechanism. This scheme was terminated in 2014. The
department also provides Eri based schemes to silk farmers which has overlapped with the Muga
scheme wherein the same value chain provisions such as training, rearing houses, feed plant
saplings are offered to the silk farmers with the exception of a buy-back mechanism. As noted in
this section of the paper, the Muga intervention was a central Government of India intervention
through the Ministry of Textiles while the Eri interventions are state Government of Meghalaya
interventions that have been functional on a more ad-hoc and need basis.
The sericulture department often provides sericulture equipment, especially for the rearing process
of worms. The department provides fences and nets for worm safekeeping. In addition to this, the
department also provides rearing houses to silk farmers. Rearing houses are separate brick and
mortar structures provided to the silk farmers as extra space to rear silkworms in. The sericulture
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department pays for the construction of such rearing houses. All benefits are provided to the silk
farmers provided they are in possession of adequate land and do cultivate feed plants on these
respective private lands. This incentive structure is set about by the sericulture department in order
to ensure that the silk farmers can provide the adequate amount of feed for the silkworms without
intruding upon forest land. Therefore, the in-kind interventions provided by the sericulture
department are more like incentives to boost production of silkworm feed on agricultural land
instead of forest lands. Based on the number of trees planted as feed plants, the silk farmers may
avail of more and more in-kind benefits.
In addition to this, the sericulture department also provides feed plant saplings and plants to the
silk farmers at a heavily subsidized rate. The department also offers money for plantation activities
that the silk farmer undertakes on their respective private land. The silk farmers are able to directly
buy these plants from the department. Other than feed plant saplings, the sericulture department
also provides silkworm eggs at a heavily subsidized rate. The department provides both, Eri and
Muga eggs for silk farmers to purchase and rear by themselves.
Finally, the department also has buy-back mechanisms for silk farmers. The department buys-back
cocoons of Muga from farmers that intend to sell their produce. The buy-back is exclusive to Muga
as it was part of the intervention that the sericulture department was planning. As the scheme is
now terminated, the buy-back capacities are gradually slowing down. This has been an active
initiative to promote Muga production wherein there is a guaranteed assurance of buy-back. This
buy-back mechanism has been a direct value chain intervention by the government in order to
promote the production of Muga silk in Ri-Bhoi.
In this sense, all of the above are direct value chain interventions. Currently, other than this
arrangement, there is no other alternative market available to the Muga producers and are therefore
entirely dependent upon the sericulture department to purchase their produce. The sericulture
department is hoping that a Muga market would eventually open up for Muga producers soon
enough. The sericulture department purchase the Muga cocoons at a set market price and then
takes on the job of establishing forward market linkages.
The project was implemented across the district of Ri-Bhoi Meghalaya, as it is the district that is
best known for being a traditionally sericulture rearing district. In the case of the district of Ri26

Bhoi, Eri is the variety of silk that is indigenous to the region and is traditionally reared as opposed
to Muga which is symbolic of a non-indigenous tribe. Moreover, as sericulture is traditional and
even sacred to the tribes of the Ri-Bhoi district, it was not typically viewed as a livelihood practice,
instead a traditional one. The objective of the project in addition to the intervention of a new variety
of silk was also to encourage existing sericulture practices towards production for marketable
surplus. Through this, the project aimed to formalize the indigenous population into the trade and
production of silk. In doing so, the project would assist in a high-income diversified livelihood for
tribal farmers in Ri-Bhoi. This objective is largely in keeping with the Government of India’s
initiative and mission of doubling farmers income for the year 2022 which is one of the crucial
objectives outlined by the Prime Minister of India himself.
Furthermore, the project would also contribute towards forest restoration by drastically reducing
dependency of the silk farmers on forest areas. As majority of the silk farmers depend on forests
for the harvest of feed leaves for silkworms, this has contributed towards deforestation and a drastic
reduction in feed leaves. In order to reduce this dependency of silk farmers on forests and common
green spaces, the intervention also focused on private land plantation. This intervention aimed to
dissuade silk farmers from any form of forest dependency for sericulture allowing natural
regeneration of forests and feed plants. It is therefore an objective that finds a great degree of
resonance with the Government of India’s global forest commitments such as the Green India
Mission, National Afforestation Plan, and the Bonn Challenge.
The CDP project was exclusively aimed at Muga as a commodity intervention. However, there
were also Eri based interventions that were funded by the state Government of Meghalaya. These
interventions were designed similar to that of the CDP however, these were ad-hoc and
convergence-based interventions that were not pre-determined and defined.
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Figure 5: Depicting the difference in Muga and Eri interventions.

6. Methodology
This section highlights the orientation and methodology that I have undertaken in order to gather,
collate, and analyze my data. Within this section I delineate my methods with reference to the
research aim and questions. I also speak of the methods employed and sampling in accordance to
the methodology itself. I have also listed out my data gathering, data analysis, and data synthesis
methods. Finally, I also list out my positionality and research ethics within this section.
Given that the research design and methods are largely predicated on the research objectives and
questions, which were to understand the value attribution and meaning of sericulture, a
phenomenological approach was undertaken. The phenomenological approach considers practices
and ways of operating and carrying out activities bearing different meanings as it is of an
exploratory nature (Grasseni, 2009). Having said this, I was the primary researcher and was very
involved in the process of data collection, I found it compelling to include my positionality and
subjectivity within the scope of the analysis (Greenbank, 2003). As my positionality and
subjectivity was an important inclusion to register in my analysis, I used and contextualized a
Template Coding System that best fit my need (Blair, 2015). This use of a coding system that is
not typically associated with a phenomenological approach but is not unprecedented either (Blair,
2015). In this regard, while I do have a phenomenological approach towards understanding value
and meaning attributed towards sericulture, I also use a Template Coding System for my data
analysis (Blair, 2015). The purpose of me doing so to include my positionality and potential biases
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that may stem from it within the research study. Moreover, I also wish to include my subjectivity
as a researcher within this study as I cannot be truly independent of it having conducted all the
research on ground myself (Grasseni, 2009). Here too, Template Coding offered me an analytical
method for the data to speak through me as opposed to at me. As I use narrative methods, I believe
that the Template Coding System could bring out the richness of my data while simultaneously
giving it a voice (Blair, 2015).
In summary, as there is no one perfect methodological approach in a qualitative study, I have
attempted to pick and apply portions of different but selective qualitative methods throughout
different portions of my methodology section. I have used a phenomenological approach using
narrative interviews with a Life Histories and Intervention Histories method for data gathering,
whereas, I have used a Template Coding System to code my data (Grasseni, 2009) (see Figure 6).
Most importantly, I would like to highlight that my coding and analysis were steeped in my
subjectivity and were finally a result of my interpretation as a researcher (Blair, 2015). I therefore
avoided using specific code words as representative of a phenomenon as the nature of this study
is far too subjective to be able to concretely quantify something without subjectivity (Blair, 2015).
Accordingly, my interpretation draws conclusions from phrases and quotes as opposed to code
words mentioned in interviews (Greenbank, 2003). I shall now attempt to expand upon all these
points in different sub-sections of this Methodology section.
Phenomenological Approach

Research Question 2

Research Question 1

Intervention Histories

Life Histories

Narrative Interviews

Template Coding System

Analysis

Figure 6: Methodology framework.
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6.1. Methodological Approach
According to Graumann (2002), a phenomenological approach outlines a research approach
strategy towards research as opposed to actual methodologies and frameworks. Graumann (2002)
also states that the approach is a school of thought which a researcher needs to imbibe when
studying associative value and meaning of this respective value within their respective
environment. As the focus on meaning is paramount in this approach, the study must therefore
orient its area of inquiry towards the constitution, maintenance, and transformation of peopleenvironment relations (Grauman, 2002). Meaning in this case is noted as neither subjective nor
objective, but is instead an intersubjective matter of people-environment relations (Grauman,
2002). This method clearly identifies and recognizes the value of individuals as members of a
social group of a collective community on the basis of their social tenets such as culture, language,
etc. Therefore, the meaning that an entire community attributes to a certain phenomenon or object
is a collective aggregate of several individuals within this respective community (Grauman, 2002).
Additionally, Ingold (2000) highlights how different people and communities relate, perceive, and
reproduce their environment in different ways. Consequently, it is crucial to identify the individual
in the context of being embedded in the environment and interacting with it as opposed to an
individual reacting to the environment as an external separate entity (Cortes-Vasquez and RuizBallesteros, 2018). Therefore, given that this is the thrust of this study’s rationale, a
phenomenological approach is ideal for this study. In doing so, we may understand the people’s
relation with the two major forms of environmentality (neoliberal and truth) itself.
In order to address the first leg of the study – i.e. Are there multiple sub-communal truths based
on traditional sacred ecological knowledge and beliefs which define environmentality through
sericulture in Umling, Meghalaya? – it is important to uncover the truth environmentality
embedded within these respective subcommunities. By intimately understanding the sericulture
processing practices and the indigenous rationale or truths behind these practices, we begin to
understand the possible differences and multiplicities in truth environmentality. This would also
shed light on the understanding of value and truth within respective subcommunities. Therefore,
in attempting to answer the first research question that this paper focuses on, I employed a ‘Life
Histories’ method (Kothari and Hulme, 2004; Mol, 2002).
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According to Kothari and Hulme (2004), the use of a Life Histories method is vital in highlighting
the role of marginalized individuals within socio-economic structure. They also mention possible
ways in which individuals within a community may perceive, internalize, and represent social
norms. Using Life Histories, this study will highlight the narrative identity of especially
marginalized actors and their role in environmental governance structures (Mol, 2002). The
method of Life Histories places the interviewee and their perspectives at the front and center of
the social structure (Crapanzano, 1994). In doing so, the ‘Life Histories’ documents the life of the
interviewee based on their choice and perception of relevant events, collective histories,
knowledge and beliefs of their respective lives (Crapanzano, 1994). On the other hand, as this
study acknowledges and values the narrative identity of the individual, it is focused on
understanding this narrative identity in the context of collective environmental governance
structures based on communal knowledge (Kothari and Hulme, 2004).
For the second leg of the study – i.e. ‘Does the interaction between multiple truth
environmentalities and a neoliberal intervention for sericulture result in varied environmentality
outcomes in Umling, Meghalaya?’ – a similar approach would be employed. While a narrative
analysis of the community and its perception of a neoliberal intervention was conducted, this was
done so especially in light of the intervention itself (Leach and Scoones, 2015). In this case, I used
an Intervention Histories approach as it is very similar to that of Life Histories. I used a narrativestyle of interviews to understand the study subject’s perception towards an intervention as they
experience it. As part of this methodological approach, I documented the oral history of my study
sample and marked the distinct intervention that was implemented. This in summary, is what is
considered a typical practice of the ‘Intervention History’ method (Leach and Scoones, 2015).
Additionally, I attempted to understand the meaning, perceived experience, and possible changes
this has brought about within the community. The study in this regard attempted to understand the
diversity of meanings, attribution of value, intervention pathways, complexities of imaginaries,
and interpretations of all the communities within the landscape vis-à-vis, the intervention (Leach
and Scoones, 2015).
6.2. Data Collection Instruments
Proceeding further I shall now delve into the methods section of this study that deals with the data
collection instruments designed according to the research aims and objectives. As the study
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undertakes a phenomenological approach which is a typically qualitative research approach,
narrative style interview guides are therefore ideal research instruments (Rosenthal, 2003).
In keeping with this, narrative interviews were employed for the interview process with the silk
farmers. Narrative interviews are open-ended, non-structured interviews conducted with the use
of an interview guide that only provides with suggestive discussion points as opposed to closed
questions (Rosenthal, 2003). This allows the interviewee to speak about topics in their context that
helps bring about more depth and rationale to what they have to say without wresting control from
the interviewees (Harper et al., 2020). Moreover, this also is a typically bottom-up approach at
qualitative research wherein the interviewee is in-charge of their narrative with regard to the topic
that is being discussed (Blair, 2015). This helped the interviewees frame their thoughts, rationale,
and context to their definition and attribution of value to livelihood and sericulture (Edwards and
Leinschmit, 2013). It also allowed them to express their views and perspectives of the intervention
according to their understanding of it (Harper et al., 2020). This enabled a more contextualized
and localized understanding of value and the intervention of the interviewees which in turn brought
about previously misunderstood sub-tribal truths, and how they apply to sericulture as a livelihood,
value, and the intervention itself (Rosenthal, 2003).
6.3. Sampling Method
A snowball sampling method was administered for the study. However, a purposive sampling
approach was also overlaid upon the intervention landscape in order to avoid the homogeneity of
sample response and selection bias (Sedgwick, 2013). Purposive sampling process was to select
silk farmers that were tribal, practiced traditional methods of silk rearing, and were also
beneficiaries of the intervention in question (Etikan et al., 2016).
Translators were hired by me as part of the process to assist in translation from Khasi/Bhoi to
English and/or Hindi. The translators also served as guides to select respective households within
the villages (Rosenthal, 2003). In most part local translators from the village were used so that
they were able to give a more grounded perspective on sericulture in their village. However, in
order to avoid the translator’s influence and selection bias, three different translators were used
(Sedgwick, 2013). One translator was an employee of the sericulture department, the second was
a long-retired employee of the sericulture department, however, now a full-time farmer. Lastly,
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the third translator was one of the women from within the silk weaving collective within the village
(see annex 1).
I would like to state very clearly here that landholding was not considered a filter or strata of the
sample at the outset of the study. However, it emerged as one of the most fundamental discoveries
to this project with regard to the behavior and practices of silk farmers. Therefore, I have attached
this information to my discussion section which and have also included that information in my
annexure.
6.4. Universe of Study
My universe of study were the rural residents of the state of Meghalaya who are beneficiaries of
the respective identified neoliberal intervention. The universe of study also included the project
staff that are part of the planning and implementation of the project intervention.
6.5. Unit of Study
My unit of study was the Block of Umling in the district of Ri-Bhoi Meghalaya. I have selected
this region due to the diversity of sub-tribal populations as it is along these lines that I explored
the sub-tribal truths and their respective discourse with a neoliberal intervention. Furthermore, this
block is the most heavily engaged in sericulture as a livelihood across the state of Meghalaya.
6.6. Study Sample
The study sample included tribal residents within four villages engaged in sericulture practices.
The four villages chosen were on the basis of their majority population as seen in the study by
Chala Teresa and Dagim Raga (2018). As each tribe subscribes to different truths and sericulture
practices, the attempt made was to identify the villages wherein sub-tribal population was
dominant (Rosenthal, 2003). The villages of Umsawnoldhi, Nartap, Umkon, and Umden were
chosen as part of this study depending on the dominant sub-tribes within each village (see Table
1). In addition to this, I also included the villages based on their distance to the sericulture district
office and the district headquarters as this was strongly recommended by the District Sericulture
Officer who mentioned that the distance between the village and the sericulture office also affects
the exposure that each village has to the intervention itself. Each village also represented the subtribal truth based on the sub-tribal population that it comprised as was discussed in consultation
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with the District Sericulture Officer. Chala Teresa and Dagim Raga (2018) undertook a similar
method towards their study.
Distance from

Village

Bhoi sub-tribe

Intervention

Umsawnoldhi

Marngar

Muga Silk and Eri silk

<10kms

Nartap

Bhoi

Muga Silk and Eri silk

<10kms

Karbi

Muga Silk and Eri silk

>20kms

Umkon
Umden

District HQ

Table 1: Representation of the intervention-wise the villages, sub-tribes, and distance of village from district HQ.

6.7. Data Collection
This research study was conducted over a duration of two months. The administrative block
Umling, in the district of Ri-Bhoi within the state of Meghalaya was chosen as the location for the
study. The state of Meghalaya was selected due to the intervention program CDP and the tribal
diversity as highlighted in the case section of this study. Moreover, the block and villages were
selected based on criteria of indigenous knowledge systems and the applied intervention as found
through scoping visits to the field (Kumsap and Indanon, 2016). The block of Umling was selected
based on consultations with experts and government officers on ground (Kumsap and Indanon,
2016). The state capital of Shillong was chosen as my base camp for all operations and field
planning which included meeting with government officials and other personnel who could
connect me with silk farmers. However, I also spent on average, 3 days a week in the village living
amongst the silk rearing community. In total, I spent one and a half month on fieldwork. In all,
four villages were selected on account of their variation in sub-tribal population and being
beneficiaries of the project intervention (Kumsap and Indanon, 2016).
The first week of the field visit was designated for scoping, interaction, and aligning the research
topic with the local community, and the village headmen (Tremblay, 2006). As part of the scoping
visits, I also met with the Sericulture Department District Head, and the District Magistrate in an
informal capacity to brief them about the study, and acquired permissions for conducting the study
(Tremblay, 2006) (Prowse and Snilstveit, 2010). This part of the research study was conducted in
an informal capacity while the actual interviews otherwise were formal (Mubarak et al., 2021).
Most of the interviews were recorded, and the ones that were not, were based on request of the
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interviewee to not be recorded. Notes were taken down regardless of the recording. In some cases,
wherein the interviewee seemed uncomfortable with notetaking, I was able to record all notes
through memory immediately after the interview, and then further elaborated upon them at the end
of the day (Kumar, 1989). Notes were also recorded based on informal conversations that I had
with other village members and silk farmers off the record. These often took place at the village
square during evening tea or lunch time. Salient points, especially those that were not part of the
interview guide but did come up during the interview sessions were noted (Kumar, 1989; Newing
et al., 2011). Furthermore, informal and off the record conversations were noted the very same day
of its occurrence (Kumar, 1989). Similarly, notes were recorded during transect walks on the same
evening of its occurrence (Kumar, 1989). Finally, the use of scratch paper and memory played a
key role in note-taking as well.
A total of 24 narrative interviews (please see Annex 1 and 2) were conducted in the field which
included government officials, brokers/business enterprises for trade in sericulture, subject matter
experts, consultants, and the silk farmers themselves (Kumsap and Indanon, 2016). A total of 20
narrative interviewees were silk farmers across the four villages. In addition to this, one subject
matter expert, one business enterprise owner, a government official, and a consultant/business
owner comprised of the remaining four interviews (Kumsap and Indanon, 2016). The narrative
interviews with the silk farmers lasted for an average duration of 50 minutes while the other
narrative interviews which did not include silk farmers lasted for an average duration of 1 hour
and 15 minutes. Of the 20 farmer interviewees, six interviewees were men while 14 were women.
There was no attempt made to select silk farmers based on gender as different parts of the rearing
process require different tasks. some tasks are clearly male-oriented while the others are mostly
female-oriented (Kumar, 1989). In light of this, I wished to get a holistic picture of all tasks within
the silk rearing process which is why I ended up interviewing both men and women silk farmers
(Kumsap and Indanon, 2016).
As each village did possess a dominant sub-tribe in terms of tribal demographics, all respondents
amongst silk farmers belonged to the same umbrella tribe (Khasi) while they may have differed in
terms of clans and sub-tribes. The interviewees were probed for respective indigenous beliefs and
knowledge systems in the context of sericulture (Chala Teresa and Dagim Raga, 2018; Kumar,
1989). The open-ended narrative interview guide was designed, piloted, and executed in the field
35

for the purpose of this study (Edwards and Leinschmit, 2013). The guide was designed with an
attempt to explore the nuances between tribal, sub-tribal, and clan, indigenous knowledge and
belief systems that lead them to value silk as a commodity in their respective ways. In this regard,
I designed an interview guide in sync with the narrative interview technique (Harper et al., 2020).
The key characteristic of a narrative interview is to ensure that the interviewee is largely in control
of the narrative in the form of storytelling as opposed to a question answer setting of a semistructured interview (Chala Teresa and Dagim Raga, 2018).
All electronically recorded interviews were stored on a password protected folder on my phone
which was later used both for transcription and for cross-referencing observation notes. The rest
of the interview observation notes were recorded the same day as the interview and are also stored
in a password protected folder on the personal laptop.
6.8. Data Coding
A purely phenomenological approach would include the creation of codes and be best suited for
multiple researchers wherein the data analyst may be removed from the data collection process to
some extent. As I was involved in the data gathering, data instrument creation, and transcription
process it would be difficult for me to maintain research objectivity for this study (Blair, 2015). I
therefore chose the Template Coding System which allows me to create codes in sync to my
theoretical framework while including my subjectivity wholly as a researcher in this study (Blair,
2015). The Template Coding System accordingly offers me a framework upon which I may
deconstruct and analyze my data while keeping my subjectivity involved in the analysis process.
In this regard, the validity of my method does not merely come from the rigor of my methodology
and technique, but also from my self-scrutiny and subjectivity as the lone researcher in this study
(Blair, 2015).
As there is no perfect template to employ for any given research, I learnt that there lay precedent
for a conception of a template in accordance with respective research objectives. A Template
Coding System is typically a top-bottom approach (Blair, 2015). As this was not conducive to the
inherent nature of my research I designed a bottom-up approach of template coding to better
answer my research questions. To begin with, I classified my data in six sub-sections according to
my sub-research questions. I then attributed codes to the first three sub-research questions. For the
first part I coded to understand the processes and practices of harvest of silkworm feed in their
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relation to traditional knowledge along sub-communal lines (Code 1). Following this, I coded
based on economic and traditional value of silk along sub-communal lines (Code 2). Subsequently,
I coded to understand how different subcommunities related to different aspects of the sericulture
value chain along sub-communal lines (Code 3). In addition to the sub-tribal truths, during the
course of the interviews, I also added landholding of silk farmers as a filter. This overarching filter
did possess significant bearing on the analytical framework as a lot of truths define landholding in
Meghalaya. This helped better understand how sub-tribes may hierarchically classify themselves
based on sub-tribal truths and landholding which in turn impacts their environmentality. The
application of landholding as a filter helped significantly highlight the nuance between sub-tribal
environmentality.
Following this, I coded for the next three sub-research questions, to understand the possible change
in harvesting practices of silkworm feed along sub-communal lines (Code 4). I also coded for
outcomes or change in behavior of sericulture practices along sub-communal lines (Code 5).
Finally, I coded for sub-communal reactions and outcomes to the neoliberal intervention (Code 6).
As mentioned at the outset of this chapter, I wish to reiterate that I use phrases and whole quotes
to interpret, analyze, and conclude my results, and not code words (see Table 2).
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Code Number

Code 1

Code 2

Code 3

Code
Sericulture Processes
and Practices

Code 6

sub-tribal lines that stem from indigenous
knowledge
Highlights difference in value attribution by each

silk

sub-tribe that stems from indigenous belief systems

Sub-tribal

Highlights different sub-tribal engagement in the

involvement in

sericulture process based on indigenous knowledge

sericulture processes

and belief

practices due to
intervention

Code 5

Highlights differences in sericulture practices along

Value attribution of

Change in sericulture
Code 4

Rationale

Highlights changes, or lack thereof, in indigenous
sericulture practices on account of the intervention

Outcome of truth and

Brings out the spectrum of change in indigenous

neoliberal discourse

knowledge and belief based on the intervention

Neoliberal

Highlights how or whether some sub-tribal truths

intervention and

are more or less conducive to the intervention

conducive truths

resulting in possible preferential development

Table 2: Outline of the coding system used for analysis.

6.9. Data Analysis
The data analysis portion of this study was anchored within the environmentality framework for
the analysis of the interviewee responses acquired through field work from the month of December
2021 until January 2022. From a theoretical framework standpoint, the first phase of the analysis
uses environmentality itself as a launch pad. Environmentality defined as the form of collective
environmental governance along communal or sub-communal lines was used (Montes, 2020).
Inspired by Foucault’s governmentality highlighting hierarchy of power, knowledge, and
discourse this provides a useful segue into truth and truth environmentality. As indigenous
knowledge, hierarchy of power is what defines indigenous truths, this theoretical platform allowed
the study to steer itself towards identifying environmental governance (or environmentality) along
the lines of sub-communal (in this case sub-tribal) truth. Accordingly, I identify sericulture
processes and practices (Code 1), value attribution (Code 2), and involvement in sericulture value38

chain components (Code 3) which hail directly from indigenous knowledge and belief systems
according to each sub-tribe. In this way, I establish how multiple truths exist along sub-tribal lines
based on my theoretical framework.
Each individual interview transcript was analyzed which was further supplemented by field notes.
The interview responses were collated and classified along these lines across all interviews that
were conducted. The respondents were also classified along sub-tribal lines and were subsequently
classified based on their responses according to the six codes. Finally, the analysis was made as to
understand the intersection of sub-tribal truths and how they related to the codes structured for the
course of this study.
Following the understanding of truth environmentality, the study then focused on identifying its
discourse with a predetermined neoliberal intervention. Once again, using Fletcher’s multiple
environmentality framework (2017) the study set out to identify the sub-communal discourse with
the respective neoliberal intervention in question. Environmental governance that seeks to create
external incentive structures within which individuals, understood as self-interested rational actors,
can be motivated to exhibit environmentally appropriate behaviors through manipulation of
incentives (Fletcher, 2017). In keeping with this definition of neoliberal environmentality, the
sericulture department of the state Government of Meghalaya was identified as the intervention
body. As the department housed two distinct neoliberal interventions to bring about environmental
governance and behavioral change (as highlighted in the Case Study section) it was of significant
importance. Furthermore, the interventions housed within this department were chosen as the
neoliberal intervention to be analyzed.
Keeping this in mind, I applied the remainder of my three codes to answer this section of my
research study. Through my research instruments, I understood whether there was any change in
sericulture practices due to the intervention (Code 4), possible outcomes due to discourse between
neoliberal intervention and sub-communal truths (Code 5), Neoliberal intervention and conducive
truths (Code 6).
Additionally, narrative interviews were conducted with the District Sericulture Officer in order to
understand the intervention from its conception, impact, and expected outcome and objectives.
The study also aimed at understanding the sericulture department’s perspective on the intervention
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and how it has interacted with sub-tribal truths. This intervention was then analyzed from the
perspective of its discourse between the existing sub-tribal truths on sericulture.
To summarize, the qualitative data acquired was then classified along the discourse between subtribal truths and the neoliberal intervention. This reflected the indigenous perspective on value,
processes and practices, and sub-tribal preferences along the silk value chain in Umling,
Meghalaya. In addition to this, a filter of landholding and ownership along sub-tribal truths was
also applied to the analysis.
6.10. Data Synthesis
To begin with, all the raw data acquired from the narrative interviews were collated. After this, I
categorized the data along the lines of the codes that I defined. For instance, I first categorized all
interviews based on specific sericulture practices by each sub-tribe and their responses. I then used
quotes based on responses wherein the sub-tribe categorically highlighted their respective
practices. I then used this to base my analysis on whether and how each sub-tribe varied from each
other or were similar to each other with regard to their sericulture practices. This was based on
indigenous sub-tribal knowledge and belief systems. I then categorized the interviews based on
sub-tribal responses with regard to how each one values silk i.e., in economic and/or traditional
contexts. I then aggregated each response based on similarity and dissimilarity as to how each subtribe valued silk. In the event that there were discrepancies in responses towards the same question,
I highlight them I juxtapose them with each other in the results section and demonstrate why that
may be the case. Moving on from this, I applied the sub-tribal preference code to understand how
each sub-tribe preferred being engaged in which part of the sericulture value chain based on
indigenous belief systems and knowledge. Based on this categorization of data, I was able to gain
a clearer picture of how each sub-tribe were similar or different based on their practice, valuation,
and preference of value chain engagement. All these classifications were based on interview
responses that each subtribe answered in the context of their indigenous belief and knowledge
systems. This is how I analyzed responses based on codes 1, 2, and 3 respectively.
After this, I categorized how each sub-tribe responded to interviews based on codes 4, 5, and 6
respectively. For instance, I measured the changes in sericulture practices and value due to the
neoliberal intervention. This highlighted how much of behavioral change the intervention was able
to motivate. Based on this change I was able to finally qualify what was the discourse that brought
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about this change, and to what extent each sub-tribal truth may permit this influence and allow a
change in sericulture practice and value. This helped me answer whether some truths were indeed
conducive towards a neoliberal intervention or not along sub-tribal lines. In conclusion, based on
my findings and analysis, I selected specific quotes across all interviews that according to my
interpretation best represented the findings. I chose specific quotes that elaborated my analytical
conclusions for each question and code. I accordingly use them in my results section to justify my
interpretation of the phenomenon. Finally, I employed the landholding filter to determine how
much of a bearing it had on a truth being conducive or not to the neoliberal intervention in question.
Based on this I was able to categorize, analyze, and conclude findings of my data which was based
on interview responses. I did not use any coding software as I prefer using mind maps, and a
physical approach towards the analysis of my results.
6.11. Ethics
One of the core components that lies at the heart of this paper is the ‘understanding and attribution
of value to a NTFP’ livelihood commodity. Undertaking any study that focuses upon
understanding value attribution is inherently subjective and interpretive in nature (Baard and
Ahteensuu, 2019). However, just as this is the case, it does not necessarily form grounds for not
being objective, and must therefore not be relegated (Dingwall, 2008). The nature of value itself
is subjective and therefore interpretive and can never really be qualified in an objective sense
(Israel and Hay, 2006). This paper therefore undertakes a ‘redundancy position’ that aims at
understanding normative relations between value, conservation science, and social science (Baard
and Ahteensuu, 2019).
In most part, normative research-based conclusions are often perceived as the ideal objectivity that
most conservation and social sciences aspire to. In these cases, it is done so in order to avoid
questions of scientific legitimacy (Barry and Oelschlaeger, 1996). Studies often assuage these
inhibitions by remaining value-neutral and positivistic in its approach (Barry and Oelschlaeger,
1996). Attempting to do so often precludes a study from subjectivity in interpretation which can
often be argued by experts as interpretive at all (Dingwall, 2008). Indeed, it is inevitable to be
subjective in an approach towards attaining a conclusion of some importance while dealing with a
study that attempts to understand value of a population (Israel and Hay, 2006). As I have outlined
in the earlier portion of my methodology, that being the lone researcher throughout the study, it
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was entirely impossible for me not to be impacted and affected by my time in the field. In this
regard, I believe it was important for my reader to be aware of my subjectivity just as much as it
was important to be aware of my study sample’s. As this study and value attribution banks on the
multiplicity of perspectives, divorcing it from subjectivity and interpretation is palpably counterproductive (Israel and Hay, 2006). Additionally, in doing so, I am delineating not merely my
subjectivity, but also my positionality which I shall expand upon in the next sub-section. Finally,
based on ethics literature, I have highlighted how being subjective and interpretive in this form of
critical research offers a refreshingly novel way of offering several interpretations of value
attribution in this study which is one of the central angles to this study’s analysis (Dingwall, 2008).
In this case, I have offered the multiple interpretations of the study sample which included
government and non-governmental officials, tribal villagers as part of my sample, and other rural
residents who were also not necessarily part of my sample.
As a matter of ethics pertaining to the study sample, I also had to ensure that there were no biases
in sample selection which I have addressed in the relevant section. However, in the case of data
security of my study sample I had to undertake certain steps in order to ensure the privacy of my
sample. As some of the information acquired is of a sensitive nature with regard to landholding,
age, access to the intervention etc. the names of the study sample were deliberately not included
and are mentioned as respondent numbers in the annexures as well. The quotations used by them
have also been titled accordingly. The electronic recordings of the interviews were carried out with
the use of a phone as a recorder. Only the interviews wherein the interviewees agreed to be
recorded electronically were recorded. For the rest of the interviews, field notes were taken down
and manually recorded the same evening. A large portion of interviews declined to be recorded
during the course of the interview but were more comfortable with a regular conversation which
could be noted down later. Only 14 of the 24 interviews were electronically recorded while the
rest of the interviews were conducted through written notes. All recordings were taken with prior
consent of the interviewees.
6.12. Positionality
Positionality as defined by research is an attempt to call out and highlight a respective researcher’s
socio-economic position within a palpable social structure (Shah et al., 2021). The rationale
towards this is to possibly understand inherent biases, challenges, and/or limitations that transpire
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as part of the research. In order to identify positionality, it is also critical to place a researcher’s
positionality in this socio-economic context (Denzin and Lincoln, 2008). A researcher may be part
of several socio-economic position such as class, caste, education religion etc. which are
intersectional and constantly evolving (Yan, 2016). To therefore qualify a researcher’s
positionality as only one or two of these sub-sections may be inadequate given how the
intersectionality may radically change an individual’s positionality (Yan, 2016). A researcher is
therefore obliged to state his or her positionality as a whole, along lines of as many socio-economic
strata that they may conceive themselves to be part of. As different socio-economic structures
highlight different levels of privilege, it is therefore crucial to state as many socio-economic
structures that a researcher is inherently part of on grounds of his or her existence (Shah et al.,
2021).
Reflecting on my positionality as an educated, financially middle-class male, I would like to
highlight the challenges and steps taken accordingly. Working with a majority of female sample,
I was aware that my gender would hinder the interview process as the sample would be either
skeptical, shy, or both. Moreover, being a foreign individual to the land would certainly make
matters worse. This was particularly pronounced when I had to record most statements
electronically or manually made by the silk farmers in relation to their income, landholding,
subsidies, and details about their access to schemes. I learnt that on several previous occasions
wherein this has occurred, the divulging of such information has resulted in these farmers losing
the scheme. This while being unable to entirely validate was cited as a reason as to why tribal
populations could have been skeptical. Therefore, attempts were made to go with translators that
are not only local but also those who are from the village and who have worked as a liaison between
the sericulture department and the village population. In this case, the gender of the translator was
preferably male as this added a layer of complication due to local social proprieties and customs.
Rural women are discouraged from working outside of the village boundaries as much, leave alone
with a male from outside the state who is non-tribal. Therefore, male local residents were chosen
as ideal translators. Only in one case in the village of Umkon was I able to hire a female translator
who turned out to be just as effective.
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7. Results
In keeping with the research questions and objectives this results section is drafted in a manner as
such, to answer those respective research questions. This results section will present all relevant
information that helps gain a better perspective of the on-ground realities in relation to the
overarching objectives of this study. The results section has been organized along the
chronological lines of the research questions that were mentioned early on in this paper.
Sub-sections 7.1, 7.2, and 7.3 are results that address the first research question as outlined in the
respective section of this paper. To begin with, the sub-section 7.1 highlights the variation in
processes and practices of feed leaves for sericulture along sub-tribal lines which are a direct result
of the sub-tribal truths. Sub-section 7.2 highlights how each sub-tribe values silk and different
types of silk differently based on sub-tribal truths. Sub-section 7.3 underlines how each sub-tribe
does have a certain preference towards specific aspects of the sericulture value-chain. In this light,
the three sub-sections answer the first research question – Are there multiple sub-communal truths
based on traditional sacred ecological knowledge and beliefs which define environmentality
through sericulture in Umling, Meghalaya?
Sub-sections 7.5 and 7.6 of the results section essentially highlights the types of changes the
introduction of the intervention have brought about across sub-tribal truths. Sub-section 7.5
specifically underlines whether or not a certain change in sericulture practices were brought about
or not post the discourse between indigenous truths and the neoliberal intervention. Sub-section
7.6 underlines reasons as to why certain change may have occurred in some sub-tribal populations
and not in others on account of the neoliberal intervention. Sub-sections 7.5 and 7.6 help in
answering the second research question of this study i.e. - Does the interaction between multiple
truth environmentalities and a neoliberal intervention for sericulture result in varied
environmentality outcomes in Umling, Meghalaya?
Finally, each sub-section has been drafted in light of the sub-research questions that created the
basis for the codes as stated in the ‘Data Coding’ section of this paper. The results have also been
presented in a chronological order of the research questions and sub-questions. These results have
evolved from aggregated data i.e., answers from interview respondents. It is here that I would like
to point out that despite the distance of a village from the district HQ was considered, I did not
witness a significant bearing it had on the access of the intervention in question. As I highlight in
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this section, different sub-tribes being placed in villages neighboring each other also acted more
along the lines of sub-tribal truths as opposed to the distance and access that each respective subtribe had with regard to the intervention.
7.1. Processes and Practices of Sericulture in Umling, Meghalaya
The processes and practices of silk rearing vary depending on the type of silk that is cultivated. Eri
is a silk that is indigenous to the Ri-Bhoi district whereas, Muga is a non-indigenous silk that has
been introduced to the district as an intervention. The duration of rearing, feeding habits, cocoon
harvesting technique, all differ significantly from one another. In addition to the type of silk, these
variations can be witnessed along sub-tribal lines in different villages. Differences in sericulture
practices were found to arise on account of indigenous ecological knowledge enshrined within
each sub-tribal community. Interestingly, the stages for Eri rearing are more or less the same across
the block of Umling and are traditionally passed down from one generation to the next. However,
where they do differ is in the context of the methods and practices of Eri rearing. The practices of
Eri and Muga differ from one another and are peculiar only to those villages. All sericulture
practices and processes are traditional with the exception of Muga silk whose rearing has begun
little over a decade ago in the district of Ri-Bhoi. This was a direct result of the Muga intervention
introduced by the government a decade ago. Muga practices and processes are not considered
traditional by any of the sub-tribal communities. A prime example of difference in rearing practices
can be witnessed in the type of silkworm feed harvested for use (refer to Table 3).
Village

Sub-tribe

Preferred
type of silk

Preferred type of feed leaves
Som leaves (Muga)

Umsawnoldhi

Marngar

Muga and Eri

Nartap

Bhoi

Eri

Castor, Kesseru, and Tapioca (Eri)

Karbi

Eri

Castor (Eri)

Umkon
Umden

Castor and Kesseru (Eri)

Table 3: Overview of the preferred type of silk and feed leaves along sub-tribal lines.

Table 3 depicts which tribe has a certain preference of which type of silk to rear. These
predilections are based upon indigenous truths. As noticeable, the Marngar are the only sub-tribal
community that have engaged in the rearing of Muga. However, the Bhoi and the Karbi continue
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to rear only Eri. Despite this, the similarities between the Bhoi and Karbi on Eri rearing end here.
As you can see, the preferred type of leaves that each sub-tribe feeds their respective Eri and Muga
worms is something that stems from traditional knowledge and has been ongoing for centuries.
The differentiation between feed leaves in this case is marked by the traditional knowledge
bestowed within each sub-tribe. This highlights the primary difference between them.
7.1.1. Feed leaves
In this sub-section, I demonstrate through data acquired in the field, how there is a significant
difference in cultivation, harvest, and use of feed leaves for silkworms based largely upon the
indigenous forms of knowledge and belief systems what I have also defined as indigenous truths.
Moreover, I also highlight how this truth directly governs sub-tribal behavior towards forests
through feed leaves.
“We have always fed our worms Tapioca and Kesseru in addition to Castor. We have been taught
this by our grandparents and they by their parents and grandparents before them. We were one of
the first tribes that discovered this phenomenon. This is particularly helpful to us now with the
severe depletion of Castor leaves in the forest. Castor leaves continue disappearing from the forest
areas and we have no option but to increase our Tapioca and Kesseru feed leaves if we have to
keep up or increase our production” (Respondent 9, Nartap village resident, Bhoi sub-tribe,
female).
Based on my findings in the field through interviews, I learnt that The Bhoi sub-tribe are those that
are truly indigenous to the land and have no existing memory of arriving from anywhere else but
within the district of Ri-Bhoi itself. It is within the forest areas of Ri-Bhoi that the entire Bhoi subtribe is believed to have emerged. Accordingly, their practices on sericulture have also existed for
as long as the Bhoi have. There is no memory of exactly when Bhoi sub-tribes began rearing Eri,
but there is a collective knowledge that it has existed for as long as the sub-tribe has. The quote
also clearly demonstrates that the Bhoi have traditionally known and have been taught that
Tapioca, Kesseru, and Castor, are all acceptable feed plants for Eri worms. They believe that this
knowledge was central to their ability to scale up their production of Eri whenever required.
However, an interesting part of this knowledge is how the Bhoi were able to supplement Castor
with Tapioca and Kesseru plantations as traditionally when Castor was in short supply.
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Castor supply according to the Bhoi sub-tribe has always been volatile, on account of several
factors, ranging from over-harvesting to climate undulations. In this event the Bhoi sub-tribe have
always focused on adaptation as opposed to alleviation measures for their Eri production. It was
clearly stated by all Bhoi interviewees that this knowledge is not recent and dates back at least a
few generations.
“We have known Kesseru as a feed plant for Eri worms for quite a while. I don’t know how long
ago but even my grandparents used to use Kesseru. We have to increasingly also depend on
Kesseru due to the Castor shortage, it is also one of the reasons why we switched to Muga to
diversify our produce through higher income.” (Respondent 3, Umsawnoldhi village resident,
Marngar sub-tribe, male).
Unlike the Bhoi, the Marngar sub-tribe do not rely as much on Kesseru and barely cultivate
Tapioca as supplementary feed plants. The Marngar truth typically favors the sub-tribe to depend
on Castor as a primary feed plant and does permit Kesseru as a secondary feed plant. This practice
such as the Bhois are also drawn directly from indigenous knowledge passed down from one
generation to the next. However, where the Marngars depart from the Bhois is in terms of the type
of silk itself. The Marngar sub-tribe were keener to switch their production practices towards Muga
feed trees (Som) than to expand their Kesseru plantations. They were also not driven towards
expanding their Eri production at all. In large part, they preferred to increase the production of a
non-indigenous variety of silk than to expand production of what is traditional to them. This was
also a result of Marngar perception of traditional and economic silk. Therefore, I simply lay out
how the Marngar differ in their feed leaf cultivation practices as compared to the Bhoi sub-tribe.
Although the reason for this difference is not necessarily purely monetary, it is in fact the
perception of value of silk which varies according to the type of silk based purely on indigenous
truths. I expand upon this further in the next sub-section of value.
“Castor is ideal and the best form of feed leaves for the Eri worm. We know this because it was
passed down to us by all our village elders. As long as we feed the Eri worms with Tapioca and
Kesseru infrequently it doesn’t cause too much harm or damage. But this shouldn’t be regular
practice. We find adequate leaves for feed as we do not wish to increase our production of Eri at
all. We only harvest that which we need.” (Respondent 14, Umden village resident, Karbi subtribe, female).
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Radically different from the Bhoi and the Marngar sub-tribes are the Karbi sub-tribe who choose
to depend almost exclusively on Castor alone for their Eri feed. The Karbi truth passed down from
one generation to the next clearly states that Castor is the ideal form of feed to generate the best
quality of Eri worms and Eri silk. The Karbi’s truth essentially states that a greater reliance on
Tapioca and Kesseru could threaten the historically pure and perfect form of Eri worms and silk.
It is their understanding that adulterating Eri worm feed with Kesseru and Tapioca on a regular
basis, yields malnourished Eri worms, and an inferior quality of Eri thread. In either case, the
Karbi’s believe that this is not their way of rearing something that is traditional. The Karbi’s focus
on rearing low quantity but high-quality worms and silk in order to remain self-sufficient. They
also believe that if consumption is purely for self-sustenance there is no threat to the indigenous
Castor population found in forest areas. These are traditional values, knowledge, and belief
systems held to this day by Karbi sub-tribes. In the villages of Umden and Umkon believe that Eri
worms naturally feed on Castor, and the best quality worms and cocoons can only be produced if
the Eri worms are fed on a strict diet of Castor leaves.
Through these quotes, we may understand how the silk rearing practice and preference varies based
on indigenous traditional knowledge that each respondent has experienced according to the subtribes. A major factor that impacts silk rearing behavior is also the manner in which each sub-tribe
values silk. This is of course in addition to the availability of Castor leaves which was traditionally
ubiquitous. However, this phenomenon is incidental to the Eri production whereas, the different
feed leaves chosen to feed their Eri produce has been something that has traditionally varied
between each tribe. Therefore, most of the sub-tribes have used their traditional knowledge of
alternate feed plants to combat the current dearth of Castor feed leaves. An interesting point of
note however, is that across the different preferences of feed leaves each sub-tribe has undertaken
a different approach towards alternative measures. The Bhoi and Marngar sub-tribes were
interested in adaptive measures to Castor shortage, while the Karbi’s undertook a more alleviation
approach towards solving the Castor supply shortage. This is not a recent or current phenomenon
but has been typical practice by each sub-tribe for centuries. We shall unpack this further in this
section.
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7.1.2. Eri Rearing
According to the Bhoi, the Eri worm was domesticated over two centuries. The tribes now known
as Bhois had learnt to domesticate the Eri worm from forests originally. Now the entire production
process of Eri is carried out within the boundaries of the house. The only part of the process that
the silk farmers need to leave their house is for sourcing the feed plant for the worms. This process
of domesticated Eri worm rearing has been passed down from one generation to the next for at
least two centuries. The individual interviewees are not exactly sure how and when the process
was domesticated. However, they suspect that the process was domesticated at least 4-5 centuries
ago. This evinces the degree to which Eri as a type of silk is indigenous and traditional to the
region.
“For us sericulture is like individual amnesia but collective conscience.” (Respondent 6, Nartap
village resident, Bhoi sub-tribe, male)
Given that Eri has and remains to be an indigenous variety of silkworm, most methods have been
cultivated indigenously that were not known outside of the region. In this way, the methods of
actually rearing the worms have remained virtually unchanged amongst all sub-tribes. All subtribes also breed moths to ensure that the eggs are in a cyclical supply, so they do not depend on
any external source for their supply of worms, larvae, or eggs. This was also part of the
domestication process.
“This rearing process is something that is out identity. All the methods we employ in rearing silk
are traditional, and have been passed down to us directly from our parents, grand-parents, and
older relatives within the community. They were taught in the same way before us, and we shall
do the same with our children. This process was mastered by our forefathers centuries ago.”
(Respondent 9, Nartap village resident, Bhoi sub-tribe, female)
Having control of the entire production process has helped the Bhois keep Eri alive for all these
years. While the sericulture department also offers silkworm eggs at a highly subsidized rate, the
Bhoi silk farmers prefer rearing and breeding their own as they trust only their own varieties. There
have been instances wherein a new higher yielding worm was introduced by the department
however, this was not compatible to the local leaves which resulted in most worms dying. This has
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kept locals cautious of any external species of Eri worms as well. In this way, as far as Eri is
concerned, all Bhoi sub-tribes keep to the same processes of Eri rearing.
7.1.3. Muga Rearing
Muga is a different variety of silkworm as that of Eri. Unsurprisingly, the practices of rearing
Muga as compared to Eri are dissimilar to each other. To begin with, unlike Eri, Muga is fed on
just one type of feed, which are the leaves from the Som tree plantations that many silk farmers –
especially medium and large farmers – have taken up on their private lands. There is no secondary
feed plant in this case. Farmers also purchase the Muga larvae from the department at a subsidized
rate directly. Moreover, Muga is also a type of worm that is not reared inside the premise of a
house, but is reared directly on the Som tree. Amongst other characteristic differences between
Muga and Eri, one of the most fundamental differences which bears weight to this study is the fact
that the Eri rearing process still remains heavily dependent on forest and common public land in
the form of sourcing feed plants. Muga on the other hand is a type of silk that relies primarily upon
private plantations. Due to this, Muga is also a type of silk that tends to be taken up by medium
and large landholding farmers on as they do have dispensable land to cultivate Som trees. Small,
marginal, and landless farmers on the other hand, must rely on forests to source their feed and
which is why most of them remain traditional Eri farmers.
“We do not have sufficient land to cultivate Muga as we are small farmers. We avoid this and
would instead prefer high value and quick produce like pineapple as we can’t keep piece of our
land unproductive for long.” (Respondent 7, Nartap village resident, Bhoi sub-tribe, male). It is
only within the village of Umsawnoldhi populated by the Marngar sub-tribe wherein even small
and marginal farmers have taken up Muga cultivation.
Muga is a recent livelihood value-chain intervention that was initiated state-wide just over a decade
ago. In this way, it is also critical to note that the several types of practices of silk rearing that exist
within the Umling block are also on account on the type of silk that is reared. Even so, there are
very specific sub-tribes that rear Muga and specific ones that do Eri. This choice of rearing a
specific type of silk is itself dependent on the way in which each sub-tribe attributes value in the
economic or traditional sense to each type of silk.
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“We do rear Muga cocoons. It does fetch us a much higher price when we sell Muga cocoons as
opposed to Eri cocoons. Muga cultivation began just over a decade ago as an intervention by the
sericulture department and is not traditional to the Bhoi sub-tribes. Rearing Muga required us to
learn a lot of new methods of rearing silkworms that we were never used to before.” (Respondent
4, Umsawnoldhi village resident, Marngar sub-tribe, male)
In this sub-section, I have highlighted how, why, and to what degree certain practices of sericulture
differ within the block of Umling which are based on several factors (see Table 4). Firstly, I have
highlighted that these three sub-tribes differ on Eri feeding habits and types of leaves fed to the
same Eri worm based on indigenous and traditional ecological knowledge. I have also highlighted
how different sub-tribes choose to rear a different type of silk or not, based on their indigenous
beliefs. Moreover, I have also pointed out how Eri practices are almost entirely indigenous and
traditional whereas Muga on account of being a new intervention has practices never before
witnessed in Umling. In the following section I shall unpack how and why some sub-tribes have
chosen to rear Eri, Muga, or both types of silkworms.
7.2.

Silk and Sericulture Valuation – Economic and/or Traditional?

Village

Sub-tribe

Silk value viewed as

Silk value viewed as

economic

traditional

Umsawnoldhi Marngar
Nartap

Bhoi

Umkon

Karbi

Umden

Karbi

Table 4: Depiction of how each sub-tribe values silk as economic or traditional based on the type of silk.

7.2.1. The Marngar Value
Sericulture as a livelihood takes on different meaning and value in the Umling block of Ri-Bhoi.
As silk has a traditional touch point for all sub-tribes with regard to food and cultural clothing, it
is viewed as something more than an activity that is merely for trade and sustenance.
“We will always continue to rear Eri whether or not it has any monetary value for us. Eri is
something that is very intrinsic to our existence. We cannot live without it. Very importantly, Eri
also provides us with a dietary option that no other type of silk does. This is why, when we rear
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Eri we always have something to gain.” (Respondent 2, Umsawnoldhi village resident, Marngar
sub-tribe, male)
This perception however depends on two variables, the type of silk, and the type of sub-tribe. This
permutation and combination of variables defines to a great extent the outlook each sub-tribe may
have towards sericulture in general. For instance, the Marngars view Muga as a form of silk that
is reared purely for monetary benefit and trade. On the other hand, Eri is something that is produced
for sustenance and local tradition within the same Marngar village of Umsawoldhi. The Marngar
have clearly detached their economic and traditional sensibilities with regard to Muga and Eri.
“For money, we rear Muga and we could possibly stop rearing it if it didn’t provide us with
monetary gains. On the other hand, this would never happen with Eri even if it didn’t give us
monetary returns.” (Respondent 2, Umsawnoldhi village resident, Marngar sub-tribe, male)
The Marngars did not feel any form of cultural or emotional attachment to Muga rearing. In this
way livelihood takes on different meaning depending on the type of silkworm being cultivated.
This was a crucial and definitive finding for the purpose of this study. I shall further unpack these
findings in relation to value attribution based on indigenous knowledge/belief/tradition towards
the end of this sub-chapter.
“Muga is foreign to this region. It is indigenous to the eastern part of Assam and is often used in
clothing by those eastern Assamese tribes to distinguish themselves from other. We do not even
eat the Muga worm. Other than monetary benefits it has no other type for us. If this does not
continue to give monetary returns, we would consider getting rid of the Som trees as well.”
(Respondent 3, Umsawnoldhi village resident, Marngar sub-tribe, male)
None of the Bhoi tribes consume Muga worms as part of their diet. They believe that the Muga
worm is not nutritious enough as it is much smaller and thinner in appearance. Muga worms are
mostly discarded by the Bhoi sub-tribes completely. Simply put, Muga is reared purely for its
cocoons with guaranteed buy-back mechanisms by the government. Even so, it is only the Marngar
sub-tribe at a sub-communal scale that have actively adopted Muga rearing into their livelihood
and no other sub-tribe. Eri worms however, are firstly reared for self-consumption while the
surplus is sold through local village markets or to traders from neighboring states including Assam.
In the case of Eri though, the worms and cocoons are both sold. The cocoons are typically sold for
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money while the worms tend to be bartered for dry fish. In this context, it is also important to note
that there are exceptions at an individual level wherein medium and large farmers within the Nartap
Bhoi village were observed to rear Muga but these are relatively negligible numbers. No Karbi
farmers small or large were observed to rear Muga.
7.2.2. Landholding and Sericulture
In reference to the case background wherein I spoke about the indigenous rural governance
systems, landholding brings in a critical filter that applies to indigenous truths and the practice of
sericulture itself. As I had previously mentioned that based on traditional governance structures, it
is mostly the Syiems and village headmen that belong to a certain clan within a sub-tribe that tend
to be large and medium landholding farmers. The traditional governance systems have also
allowed the village headmen and Syiems to hold a disproportionate amount of power in allocation
of land to all village members. As the position of Syiems and village headmen tend to be amongst
a select few families or clans, this allows them disproportionate power over the remaining
population of the village. In this light, I would like to highlight the implications of this from a
sericulture context, in terms of the intervention that has been employed.
As farmers realize that Muga is monetarily more beneficial than Eri, most large and medium
farmers are beginning to allocate land – private and commons – for plantation of Som trees. This
is especially true of the Marngar sub-tribe in the village of Umsawnoldhi. This has further strained
Eri feed plantation. Therefore, if or when Muga prices drop, most Som trees lose their existential
value leaving most farmers to be compelled to live with what to them is considered a nonperforming asset. However, the allure of quick benefits and gains from rearing Muga has
convinced farmers to carry on with the Som cultivation to a greater extent than Castor, Tapioca or
Kesseru which are Eri feed plants. Even then, it is mostly the large and medium landholding
farmers that tend to plant Som trees while the landless and marginal farmers fend for themselves
on wild Castor plantations making them continue with Eri due to lack of choice.
The intervention provides in-kind and cash benefits for tree plantations on private lands. While
there is a staggered system of incentives in place, the incentives seem a bit more preferential and
inclined to better serve farmers with a medium to large landholding as opposed to marginal and
landless farmers. As marginal and landless farmers cannot afford to risk their land with permanent
plantations, they do not necessarily get all of the benefits through the planned incentives. Amongst
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the trees promoted are Tapioca, Kesseru, for Eri and Som for Muga. However, there is a larger
allocation of funds for Som trees while Tapioca and Kesseru have comparatively lesser fund
allocation. Due to this, large, medium, and small farmers in the village of Umsawnoldhi has largely
adopted Som plantations. In the Nartap villages however, it is only the large and medium farmers
who have adopted Som plantations, but not all of them. With the exception of one interviewee in
this study, every other farmer has planted Tapioca and Kesseru in order to rear Eri. Finally, in the
villages of Umkon and Umden, only a handful of large and medium farmers have planted Tapioca
and Kesseru but use it only in rare instances. In the case of these two Karbi villages there was no
Som plantation or Muga rearing whatsoever. It is important to note that amongst the tree planters
of all kinds, it is only large and medium farmers that can afford and do afford to plant trees for
incentives.
This added filter of land ownership to the sub-tribe plays an important role in plantations of feed
trees and remain the majority of scheme beneficiaries. However, it is important to note that this
phenomenon of land ownership is not exclusive of the sub-tribal truths. It is here that I would like
to draw your attention by recounting how intra-tribal clan and ‘sirdar’ship that is very much part
of the sub-tribal truth plays a critical role in land ownership itself.
7.2.3. The Bhoi Value
Despite the uptake of Muga in the Marngar region, this is not the story all over the Umling block
in Ri-Bhoi. The uptake of Muga has largely been focused around the Marngar region and subtribe. The rate of Eri rearing is much lower to that of Muga. This points towards the probable
evidence that Eri production is largely for the sake of self-sustenance as opposed to trade. While
this is still considered traditional and for self-sustenance, it offers some evidence to the fact that
Eri would never really go completely out of production due to the different association of value
that the Marngar sub-tribes have towards Eri and Muga respectively. Interestingly however is that
the Bhoi village of Nartap - less than 10 kms away from Umsawnoldhi - has not adopted Muga
cultivation to the rate that is witnessed in Umsawnoldhi. The Bhoi prefer sticking exclusively to
Eri for the sake of trade and tradition. This depicts that despite the distance to the district
headquarters and district sericulture office, they did not adopt the intervention as is. It highlights
in this case that it was not a matter of accessibility to the scheme on account of geographical
distance.
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“Eri is our identity. For us, it is a matter of pride to rear and cultivate Eri for larger masses that
wish to use it outside of our state as well. We do not feel the same way about Muga, and have no
real expertise in rearing it. In our opinion, our expertise lies in the cultivation of Eri, and we are
best suited to significantly raise Eri production if the sericulture department could support us with
some sort of assistance schemes and technical equipment. We believe that centuries of Eri rearing
has us poised to contribute in increasing production.” (Respondent 8, Nartap village resident,
Bhoi sub-tribe, female)
Within Nartap, Muga rearing is virtually absent with a handful of large landholding farmers taking
it up even then as an alternative livelihood while simultaneously rearing Eri for tradition. The Bhoi
sub-tribe have mostly been associated with production of traditional agri-allied commodities and
therein lie their expertise. The village of Nartap does have an exclusively Bhoi population. The
Bhois have been focused on the more traditional Eri processes but not necessarily traditional
methods. They are open to trying out new methods of Eri rearing that may be prescribed to them
by the sericulture department. However, this need not mean that they would adopt them.
The Bhoi sub-tribes seem to have a different sense of connection with Eri both as a cultural habit
and a means of income. They distinguish less between Eri as a cultural practice and a means of
livelihood income as compared to the Marngars. They are keen to rear and sell only Eri-based
products and nothing else. As all other sub-tribes in the Bhoi region, the Bhoi sub-tribe also
consume the silkworm as part of their diet, yet, they produce silkworms not merely for selfsustenance but also produce it for trade. They have amalgamated tradition/culture and livelihood
into one activity through the production of Eri worms. They also sell the cocoons to Assamese
traders.
The collective demand of the Bhoi sub-tribes is for the need of interventions focused in Eri as
opposed to Muga. Not many are interested in taking up Muga as a mainstay of their livelihood
activities. Moreover, there is an active push by them to increase the production of Eri for sale. It
is here that they expect interventions – technical, monetary, in-kind – by the sericulture department
which they believe could help support them tremendously. There is a sense of belief amongst the
Bhoi sub-tribe that Eri is traditional to the people and is the type of silkworm that they know best
how to work with. Due to this, they believe it would make it easier for them to produce at a larger
scale.
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7.2.4. The Karbi Value
Sub-tribal communities that are situated further into the forest region away from the district
headquarters largely view Eri rearing as a cultural activity. In these regions the sericulture
department is active while interventions within and for these communities have experienced very
limited success. The communities situated further away from the district headquarters are more
resistant to interventions that attempt to alter the traditional methods of rearing Eri. These
communities definitely prefer keeping their practices as traditional as possible. In the villages of
Umden and Umkon, the dominant sub-tribe are the Karbi. The Karbi tend to be a conservative and
orthodox form of sub-tribe that are very guarded about their tradition and culture.
“We would not like to trade any part of the Eri for money. We exchange these worms for dry fish
and know best how to measure fish with whatever Eri we have produced. We also use the cocoons
only for weaving our own traditional clothes. We are certainly not interested in increasing the
production of Eri or do not seek any intervention for it either.” (Respondent 12, Umden village
resident, Karbi sub-tribe, female)
Based on the interviews I conducted across these two villages, I noticed a strong push-back on
government interventions, especially in the case of Muga. This too indicates that the Karbi pushback is not on account of unawareness of a scheme, but an opposition to it on account of it being
intrusive to their tradition. The Karbis believe that Eri as a silk is exclusive and sacrosanct in Karbi
tradition. They do not see any value or space for Muga in their practice of sericulture.
“We do not understand how and why people would pay us money for Eri? It is something
indigenous to this region, why would someone outside of this region want to be associated with
what defines us? Moreover, we simply cannot understand how much or even why we must seek a
monetary price for Eri.” (Respondent 18, Umkon village resident, Karbi sub-tribe, female)
Despite the monetary value, the Karbis have no interest in rearing the worm despite government
support schemes. Moreover, the Karbis are aggressively guarded about their methods of silk
rearing.
“We believe that we know these methods based on ancestral knowledge that has been passed down
to us over the generations. We are not keen to increase production for which most new methods
are needed. We choose to produce only that which we need and no more. For this way of life, our
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methods are adequate and also yield a better quality albeit low quantities.” (Respondent 17,
Umkon village resident, Karbi sub-tribe, female)
In addition to retaining traditional methods of Eri production, the Karbi also do not believe that
there can be a monetary value on Eri. They are familiar with the concept of money but do not see
it applying to the trade of Eri as a commodity. This is something they simply cannot conceive of
being a possibility. The Karbis interviewed for the purpose of this study exclusively rear only Eri.
The few cocoons that are produced are done so for sale to largely Karbi villages so that traditional
Karbi fabric may be woven out of it. Even then, the Karbis prefer to keep their trade almost entirely
barter as is done today. Most of the Karbi interviewees stated that they are not interested in any
government intervention and would rather be left alone to rear Eri the way they’ve always done.
Interestingly, most silk farmers I interviewed happened to possess rearing houses but never asked
for them. These rearing houses were provided to them as part of the intervention scheme but they
do not have any use for the rearing houses. This is why most of these rearing houses have ended
up in disuse, or have been used for other purposes besides regain worms. The Karbis do attend
training sessions and field excursions as well but have no interest or intent to adopt these methods
imparted as part of the training.
“We were recently given rearing houses for our practices. We don’t know why it was given to use.
We didn’t ask for it and we aren’t too sure what to do with it. We use it as spare space now.”
(Respondent 12, Umden village resident, Karbi sub-tribe, female)
The cultural and social structures within each Bhoi sub-tribe do vary significantly. Consequently,
sericulture undergoes a fair degree of nuance in terms of value perception and attribution as well.
Value in the context of silk varies from one region of Umling, to the next. The value that
communities attribute towards the commodity also varies due to the type of silk itself. In this study,
there arose two types of variables that affected change upon the dependent variables. Firstly, the
sub-tribe under the Bhoi confederation being first independent variable based on which the value
prescription of silk occurs. The next variable that effected change in the valuation of silk was the
type of silk itself. The type of silk (Eri, or Muga) reared by the respective sub-tribe affected change
in the value proposition of the respective silk. In this event the independent variable is the type of
silk while the dependent variable is the value ascribed to the silk.
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Therefore, in summary with two variables mostly differing – ‘type of sub-tribe’ and ‘type of
silk/worm’ – the value attribution of any given type of silk understandably varies in each case.
The one thing that all Bhoi sub-tribes have in common is that Eri as a type of silk is something
that is traditional. However, different sub-tribes have a different comprehension and perspective
of what, or to what extent may tradition be a part of livelihood or not. This in a sense relates to the
degrees of economic or traditional value that each sub-tribe attributes to silk itself. It is quite
evident how Eri as a livelihood, changes in definition and meaning depending on the village and
subcommunity within the same administrative block within a district of a state. Moreover, the
variables that affect these changes itself vary from one village to the next. While the Marngars are
able to separate their tradition and livelihood by rearing two types of worms with separate intent,
the Bhois and Karbis do not. The Bhois prefer merging their livelihood and tradition through the
use of traditional silk. Finally, the Karbis are a sub-tribe that do not wish to rear silk as a livelihood
at all. These are conscious choices made by each sub-tribe that are based upon indigenous
understanding of value and tradition. In this section, through my interview respondents I was able
to highlight the nuance between valuation that each sub-tribe attributes to silk based on the
respective variables mentioned. These are the fundamental differences in value perspectives
between the Marngar, Bhoi, and Karbi sub-tribes.
7.3. Sub-communal classification of sericulture processes
There are nuances in sub-communal affiliation with the sericulture process by different sub-tribes.
Unlike other regions of non-tribal India, Meghalaya is a state wherein all villages in the state have
an approximate average of a 75% tribal majority of the same tribe (Census of India, 2011).
However, tribal majority is significantly higher in villages which are typically upwards of 90%
(Ri-Bhoi District Census, 2011). Within the block of Umling in Ri-Bhoi, due to lack of sub-tribal
diversity at a village level, there was not any different subcommunity that existed within the
boundaries of a single village. Every interviewee in the village stated that every other household
cultivates silk at least for the worms in the form of food. This demonstrates that every household
goes through the same process of rearing. However, some villages tend to do more than just rear
silk for the worms – rear cocoons, engage in cocoon trade, rear a different variety of silk, spin yarn
from cocoon, etc. This indicates that along sub-tribal lines within homogenous villages, each subtribe prefers being engaged with a larger or relatively smaller part of the silk value-chain.
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As I have mentioned earlier, the Marngar are the only sub-tribe that prefer cultivating Muga and
Eri while the Bhoi and the Karbi do not. These collective decisions and resultant behavior stem
from a sub-communal sense of truth and knowledge which is indigenous. Interestingly however,
there is a nuanced outlook that each sub-tribe specifically possesses towards marketing, sale, and
being willing to actively engage in new interventions and technologies vis-à-vis sericulture.
“The Marngar sub-tribe is a very enterprising community and is very enthusiastic about almost
any sericulture intervention we have introduced. They always proactively seek us out to gain
benefits and engage in any new intervention. This is not necessarily just for silk. They have always
been curious about any value chain introduction and market linkages in all commodities” (District
Sericulture Officer, Ri-Bhoi)
As far as the Marngar are concerned, they are very keen on engaging with the marketing and sale
of silk cocoons in local and state markets. They are also keen on engaging in collective enterprise
with the assistance of the sericulture department. The sericulture department also stated that they
do generally encounter a lot of success with most interventions on technology, methods, and
markets when they work and introduce it within the Marngar subcommunity. The Marngars, being
a historically and traditionally market oriented sub-tribe mostly prefers being engaged in the trade
of commodities. However, this does not mean that they would like to or choose to abandon the
production process of silk altogether. They would still like to be involved in the production process
for traditionally relevant reasons.
“We are quite keen on increasing our Muga cultivation for trade. As a community we have always
been heavily engaged in the trade of several commodities, this is no different and we would
certainly like to be engaged either individually or in the form of collectives.” (Respondent 4,
Umsawnoldhi village resident, Marngar sub-tribe, male)
The Bhoi on the other hand, are keen to keep their expertise guarded and within the community
not keen on engaging in the forward market linkage aspect of the sericulture value chain. The Bhoi
have mostly maintained during my field visit that they would rather focus on what they know
traditionally and have been conditioned to do for several centuries than to attempt something that
they are not fully aware of. In this case, the Bhoi would like to keep their attention towards
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producing Eri worms and cocoons. The Bhoi understand that their way of production is sort after
by many types of markets (local, state, and national).
“We are known for our association with production. We have also proven how production friendly
we are with our excessive pineapple produce. I believe as far as Eri is concerned we are best suited
to become the major producers in the entire district and even state because of our cultural
knowledge and willingness to merge production, trade, and culture.” (Respondent 6, Nartap
village resident, Bhoi sub-tribe, male)
Based on this, they would like to produce for such demand, but not necessarily engage in the trade
and marketing of the produce. It is here that they would appreciate an intervention of some sort to
enable market linkage and sale of their produce.
Finally, the Karbi are extremely guarded about silk being something very traditional to the subtribe. The Karbi are not keen on increasing production or marketing their silk as a commodity.
They would rather be involved in agricultural produce other than in silk as it is something far too
traditional. They are also concerned that any intervention may erode their sense of tradition and
culture in the way that they rear silk. Given their affinity to retain tradition, the Karbis are also
active weavers of silk cloth and spinners of silk yarn. The Karbis define their identity with woven
cloth that mark their Karbi sub-tribe distinctively. However, they are not interested in any sort of
trade. Intra-village exchange of cloth during ceremonious and auspicious occasions is the most
that the Karbis do. As far as the yarn is concerned the Karbis do exchange it for dry fish in small
quantities and not for any monetary exchange.
“We are completely uninterested in using any new means or methods in rearing silk. If we do that,
it would be something against our tradition and identity.” (Respondent 14, Umden village resident,
Karbi sub-tribe, female).
In summary, I wish to point out that every sub-tribe is keen on different types of processes and
interventions. A lot of this preference at a collective sub-tribal level varies heavily upon the subtribal collective history, knowledge, and belief systems in place. While every sub-tribe in every
village does rear silk at least until the larvae/worm stage in order to produce it as a food source.
The cocoons that arise from this are incidental and each tribe treats cocoons differently. The
Marngar always trade the cocoons for money albeit very low production, the Bhois trade the
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generally high volumes for a mix of money and dry fish while the Karbis mostly retain the cocoons
for self-use ie. weaving, and in some instances exchange for dry fish. The sub-tribal preference is
what distinguishes one sub-tribe over the other as opposed to the entire process of silk cultivation.
In this specific case, I highlighted how the Marngar have a predilection towards new interventions
and commodities while also being more interested in trade. On the other hand, the Bhoi sub-tribe
are more oriented towards production of Eri for a marketable surplus and would not wish to be
engaged in trade. Finally, the Karbi are the sub-tribe that would prefer to be left alone entirely
from any intervention, and are associated with the whole rearing process of Eri but in their own
traditional way. These respective and categorical preference was listed out by all interviewees as
a result of their historical association with the respective aspects of the sericulture value-chain.
7.4. The Intervention
“Only the sericulture department attends to our sericulture needs. There is no other organization
or initiative that helps us. We have heard of some program called ‘Basin’. We have heard that
they do something with silk but never in our village. Even people we heard it from don’t know what
exactly they do.” (Respondent 3, Umsawnoldhi village resident, Marngar sub-tribe, male).
The sericulture department of the state Government of Meghalaya is the only body that actively
provides for, or regulates any major intervention planned for sericulture in the state. While there
do exist other interventions in sericulture by other government bodies, none of the interviewees
had any recall value of any other such programs. The Meghalaya Basin Development Authority
(MBDA, or Basin as colloquially known) was the only other organization that the interviewees
have heard of. However, they did not recollect what their intervention was as they did not directly
receive any intervention from the MBDA. Besides this, in the interviewee’s minds, the sericulture
department was the only organization directly involved in any sort of intervention for the silk
farmers. They did recollect that some banks do offer loans for silk farmers, but this is not really an
intervention according to them as the bank offers loans for every livelihood activity and there is
no real focus on whether the loan is taken up for sericulture or something else. The sericulture
department did provide a ten-year scheme (from 2004-2014) to promote Muga as a high value
alternative to Eri as a livelihood activity for the tribes of Ri-Bhoi. This was previously mentioned
in the case section of this paper.
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“We go for trainings by the sericulture department. But we don’t know what to do with it. We
sometimes try applying the training practices. Every month or so someone from the department
comes and takes down names for training. We go with them for training, come back and carry on
with our lives.” (Respondent 10, Nartap village resident, Bhoi sub-tribe, female)
As far as interventions are concerned, silk farmers interviewed in Ri-Bhoi across four villages are
aware of the interventions available to them. Training quite often came to the mind of most
interviewees as one of the most common and easily attainable/accessible forms of intervention.
Interviewees did mention that training is very common for some form of method or the other. some
of the interviewees were aware stating that the department very often has targets set for training
sessions and have to complete them which is why many people push for it and people from the
community go for them. They do not believe trainings are as effective as they seem, especially
amongst a community that wishes to continue its traditional methods of Eri rearing.
The buy-back mechanism that does exist for Muga cocoons, do not exist for Eri cocoons as an Eri
market is certainly in existence for the Eri producers. Eri producers are able to sell their produce
either at provincial village markets, district or state markets, and also out-of-state markets. This is
ideally the type of market that the sericulture department would like to create for Muga as well.
Since there is already a marketplace for Eri, the sericulture department believes that they would
be creating redundancies in trying to establish an Eri market.
7.5. Intervention inspired changes
The intervention alone did not bring about changes in all the Bhoi subcommunity’s practices and
processes of sericulture. Instead, it was the perception and reaction of each sub-tribe towards the
intervention based upon their indigenous knowledge and belief systems which brought about these
respective changes. In this section, I specifically highlight how different Bhoi subcommunities
reacted differently to the interventions provided to them. In doing so, I demonstrate how the
inherent values of the Bhoi subcommunities towards silk and sericulture play a central role in their
reaction – in terms of changing practices – towards any given intervention. Crucially, it is this
discourse between the intervention and inherent sub-tribal belief and knowledge that yield certain
outcomes which I shall now attempt to highlight. The changes and degree of change in sericulture
practices occur on account of the confluence of value attribution and the intervention itself.
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The Marngar sub-tribe is very supportive of the interventions provided to them by the sericulture
department. So much so, that the Marngar have ended up increasing their Muga production far
more than their Eri production. Having said this, it is not necessarily an indicator of one type of
silk prevailing over the other. As the Marngar have increased Som tree plantation, and allocated
more resources to Muga production, this only means that they have prioritized it as an economic
income.
“The sericulture department has been very supportive towards us. They have provided us with a
lot of rearing houses, nets, Som saplings, and Muga eggs. They also trained us effectively on how
to rear Muga and also provided us with rearing houses for our worms when we asked them. They
provide us with feedback and advise when we seek it. They do provide us with money for preparing
our plantations and do buy-back our produce but that is not enough as a single livelihood. This
has made it extremely easy to increasingly rear Muga.” (Respondent 1, Umsawnoldhi village
resident, Marngar sub-tribe, male)
Yet, Eri production is still carried out on an individual household level enough to be selfsustainable for the household itself. Eri remains a common and popular type of silk produced at a
household level for the traditional appeal that it still retains for the Marngar sub-tribe. The Muga
intervention was very well received amongst the Marngar sub-tribe due to their historical
affiliation with trade and new interventions. The intervention has been witnessing a change
amongst most Marngar households wherein increasing numbers of households are changing their
mass production practices towards Muga even after the intervention has been terminated.
The Nartap village residents who I interviewed did not seem at all interested in rearing Muga as a
livelihood. So far, all The Bhoi sub-tribe from the Nartap village have attempted to rear Muga in
the past decade but have not found it useful specifically due to its lack of dietary relevance. The
Bhoi did not find the worm palatable or useful other than the cocoon. Moreover, it required a lot
of resources that the Bhoi are not willing to invest in. Simultaneously though, the Bhoi did not
entirely turn down the intervention, instead have been adapting it to tailor it towards Eri
production. Even to this day, the Bhoi do seek benefits available under the Muga scheme such as
training, rearing houses, equipment, etc., but they prefer rearing only Eri and nothing else.
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“We have benefited greatly through the support of the sericulture department. They have provided
us with rearing houses, fences, feed plant saplings, and money to prepare our lands. We aren’t
interested in rearing Muga at all. After a lot of discussion with the department we finally started
getting assistance for producing more Eri.” (Respondent 6, Nartap village resident, Bhoi subtribe, male)
They are very keen to increase their Eri production as they believe it is something that would
benefit everyone. Accordingly, the Bhoi sub-tribe have drastically increased their plantation of
Kesseru and Tapioca which has assisted in the increase of the Eri production towards a marketable
surplus. While they have increased their dependency on Kesseru and Tapioca, they have also
gradually reduced their dependency on Castor harvested from forest areas. Despite reduction, their
dependency is still high. This has been one of the main reasons why the sericulture department has
been providing Eri based benefits similar to that of the Muga schemes in order to promote Eri as
well. However, the Bhoi sub-tribe stated that it is not enough as most of the funds are prioritized
for those communities that are keen on Muga cultivation which is not them.
Consequently, the village of Nartap has had many beneficiaries of the intervention but with no
Muga production that is currently ongoing at a village-wide scale. There do exist some individual
silk farmers in Nartap that do rear Muga however, these are mostly medium and large-scale
farmers. The village wishes to carry on rearing Eri. Based on a lot of their experience of brokers,
fashion houses, textile brands that try to source their Eri cocoons directly from the village, a lot of
the silk farmers there are now keen on monetizing Eri as a high-income generating source. In the
case of Nartap the intervention has also exposed them to opportunity that may lie in the rearing of
Eri as a livelihood. In this way they believe they could fuse tradition and economics to benefit
them monetarily while simultaneously raising awareness about their culture.
“We believe that there is a large untapped market for Eri outside of Meghalaya. Many people
come to us from different NGOs and businesses asking us to produce more. We know there is a
demand and we are confident we can produce more, for that we have begun planting more Kesseru
and Tapioca to be used as worm feed.” (Respondent 6, Nartap village resident, Bhoi sub-tribe,
male)
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The Karbis of the village of Umden have largely remained opposed to the sericulture intervention
with the exception of rearing houses of which they are not sure what to do about. They have
certainly been uninterested in any sort of Muga intervention, but are also not at all keen on
monetizing their Eri production as they do not view silk as a commodity that can be monetized.
They are also unsure about how they may go about doing so given that they have only been
bartering the cocoons for dry fish. They do see monetary value for the silkworms for which they
may consider charging a fee but nothing else.
“We are not interested in making money from Eri. Why should we? It is our culture. We are happy
with exchanging it for dry fish. That is how our people have been doing it all these years. In this
way everyone gets what they want and need.” (Respondent 12, Umden village resident, Karbi subtribe, female)
In this section I have pointed out how each of the three sub-tribes has reacted quite differently to
the intervention provided to them. To reiterate, the reason that each sub-tribe has collectively
reacted differently is in large part due to their inherent socio-cultural beliefs and indigenous
knowledge. Amongst the Marngars, there was a change of practice and outlook with a greater
portion of the population shifting production and trade focus towards Muga while retaining Eri for
self-use. The Bhoi sub-tribe resisted the intervention for its commodity and wished to use the
intervention activities for Eri instead of Muga. Therefore, the Bhoi behavior did not change as
much as they affected change in the intervention itself by making the intervention tailor itself
towards their needs. Finally, the Karbi have resisted any form of intervention and have therefore
had no change on their sericulture practices.
8. Discussion
The findings of this study demonstrate how the poverty alleviation and forest conservation goals
have not encountered success in its entirety as purported by the intervention. The execution of the
intervention has had direct or indirect consequences on the existing socio-economic systems and
traditional forest conservation. In this case of Umling, Meghalaya, the sericulture value chain
intervention towards enhanced livelihood income and forest conservation has exacerbated socioeconomic inequalities if not directly creating them. I have also pointed out that this result of the
intervention is a direct effect of a neoliberal solution applied upon a series of multiple sub-tribal
truths within a single intervention landscape. The sericulture value-chain intervention has
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attempted to replace certain socio-economic truths such as the type of silk and the type of financial
incentives that were non-indigenous to the region. The intervention while intending to garner
universal economic development and forest conservation has achieved neither in its entirety. As
the neoliberal intervention was applied in an attempt to influence and change indigenous methods
of livelihoods and forest conservation by engendering the replacement of a traditional financial
system has ended up reinforcing it. Moreover, the intervention attempted to not merely replace
certain financial systems, but also commodities for trade and livelihood that the indigenous
communities did not see fit. Therefore, whatever success the intervention was able to bring about
were in certain socio-economic silos which answers the fundamental questions that this research
raises.
As indicated by the study findings, it is evident how the neoliberal intervention was predicated
upon the existence of certain socio-economic capital amongst the sub-tribes of Umling. Therefore,
the intervention accordingly yielded winners and losers of the project intervention based on the
sub-tribal have’s and have not’s respectively. As stated earlier, some sub-tribal truths were socioeconomically pre-disposed and therefore a lot more conducive to the intervention, whereas some
truths being in stark contrast to the intervention were completely incompatible to this intervention.
This created a spectrum of sub-tribal populations that gained significantly, partially, and not at all
from the intervention – Marngar, Bhoi, and Karbi respectively. In continuation with this narrative,
I have highlighted how truths play a formative role in a sub-tribal population’s livelihood,
environmental behavior, and socio-economic status. For instance, I point out in this study how
indigenous truths play a key role in defining landholding which is crucial to the application of this
intervention. Therefore, it is largely sub-tribal truths that are compatible to a neoliberal
intervention that benefit entirely from it while the rest whose truth is incompatible do not benefit.
These are typically and historically prosperous sub-sections of a society on account of their socioeconomic status heralded by their respective truths. Therefore, any attempt to weld a neoliberal
intervention with a perceived idea of truth as a unitary monolith will yield marginalized
development in the favor of already prosperous margins of society.
Interestingly, the treatment of truth as a unitary monolithic measure to gauge an intervention
landscape has remained a chronic issue with neoliberal interventions (Robinson, 2019). As most
neoliberal interventions primarily seek efficiency towards investor returns, it can often blindside
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the multiplicity of indigenous truths and only focus on one idea of truth that is most conducive to
a neoliberal intervention. This often paints a picture of indigenous truths as reactionary as opposed
to formative elements of a society. However, the findings of this study depict that this is not the
case. Consequently, the nuance with which an intervention is obliged to approach an intervention
landscape and its truths is lost, resulting in very similar findings as this study, vis-à-vis an almost
preferential form of development. In this way, I have also underlined the need for the
environmentality framework to remain critically cognizant and possibly inculcate the
repercussions of this pitfall. This holds true especially for development interventions in the global
south. The culmination of the findings section of this study therefore states that, there are multiple
sub-communal truths that exist as a formative force within a single intervention landscape.
Additionally, each sub-communal truth varies in its compatibility towards a single neoliberal
intervention creating preferential results for some sub-communal truths and not at all for others. I
shall now unpack these basic themes within this discussion section.
8.1. Truth environmentality
To reiterate, Fletcher’s multiple environmentality framework defines truth as authority and
prescriptions for appropriate environmental behavior and self-governance derived not from rules,
norms, and external incentives, but from intrinsic socio-religious truths of a respective community
population about the fundamental nature of life and the universe (Montes, 2020). Building upon
this definition, it can be extrapolated that tradition and customs are just as much part of a
community’s socio-religious truths. In reference to this particular case, I wish to submit that the
‘truth’ of the Marngar, Karbi, and Bhoi communities are what drives the sense of value that each
sub-tribe attributes to silk respectively (Fletcher, 2010). Thereby, these traditional and intrinsically
held beliefs or ‘truths’ regarding the value of silk are heavily dependent upon what each sub-tribe
collectively, yet mutually exclusively from each other, considers as valuable based on socioreligious tradition (Chambers et al., 2019). This not only impacts each sub-tribe’s behavior
differently, but also prepares them to receive a single neoliberal intervention in a nuanced manner.
Moreover, each sub-tribe based on their truth also values silk in starkly different terms.
8.2. Truth and landholding
The findings of this study highlight the centrality of the role that truth plays in the creation of subtribes and societies within which they reside. Amongst all the sub-tribes it is evident that there is
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a clan-based structure that lends itself to the inherent truths conceived and abided by each subtribe. The Syiems or Sirdarship along with village headmen are positions that are clan-based. In
accordance with this, landholding was distributed amongst the sub-tribes predating even colonial
India. This clan-based land distribution set the stage for a lot of historical socio-economic
inequality. Therefore, all ruling clans within each sub-tribe already have an existing advantage as
they tend to be large and medium landholding farmers. On the other hand, non-ruling clans within
each sub-tribe are typically associated with small, marginal, and landless farmers. This poses
significant bearing as the majority of the farmers within each sub-tribe are small, marginal, and
landless farmers.
The intervention selected as part of this study categorically rules out landless farmers. As the
intervention is based upon plantation of silkworm feed plants on private lands, this is not an option
for landless farmers to be included as part of the intervention. It is at this stage itself that the
intervention has failed its objective of universal and equal development within the intervention
landscape. A step above landless farmers are the small and marginal farmers who are also not
necessarily well-equipped to take full advantage of the intervention either. The rural tribal structure
of Syiems which is based on traditional truths, undermine the intent of equitable and overall
development of the intervention. As Syiems and other village nobility typically own larger tracts
of land, members through Syiem familial ties have largely become the chief beneficiaries of the
intervention. On the other hand, clans that are not part of the ruling clan are typically landless,
small, and marginal farmers who do not receive as many incentives that the intervention promises
in comparison to the large and medium farmers. Viewing this intervention from the lens of
landholding at the primary level, this intervention is significantly biased towards large and medium
farmers in this regard. Simply put, the more private land owned, the more plantations of silkworm
feed trees can be made. The more plantations made, the more incentives and benefits can be
acquired by the landowners through the intervention. This already displays how the neoliberal
intervention only benefits those whose truth is conducive to itself. In this case, the control of capital
in the form of land is one of the truths which is conducive to the intervention. Accordingly, based
on this indigenous truth the intervention yields preferential development of large and medium
landholding farmers vis-à-vis, Syiems and extended members of the village nobility.
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In this way, not dissimilar to the patriarchal socio-economic systems in most part of the developing
world, this study finds itself headed towards similar conclusions of economically disenfranchised
landless, marginal, and small land farmers (Robinson, 2019). Robinson (2019) also found very
similar results studying autochthonous land distribution in Western Africa. However, where this
study departs from most literature is in the context and role that truth plays into the larger equation
of a neoliberal development intervention. Porknoy et al. (2010), demonstrates very similar findings
in the Bolivian Amazon wherein they established how small, marginal, and landless farmers
invariably end up being locked out of the development cycle where a neoliberal intervention is
conceived and implemented. However, this study aims to highlight possible reasons for the
existence of inequitable or unequal land development that stems from indigenous truths. Moreover,
this study also highlights how neoliberal interventions are designed in keeping with these
indigenous structures thereby exacerbating a form of preferential development. In this regard,
Pokorny (2010) speaks of biased development in the Amazon. However, I wish to submit that in
the case of this study, the bias is so clear that it almost unwittingly is a preference. Accordingly, I
wish to submit that this may just be subliminal preferential development as a sub-communal truth
is so conducive to the intervention that it drastically raises the possible rate of success (Pokorny et
al., 2010).
In addition to Porkony et al. (2010), there have been several studies that highlight how and why
neoliberal interventions engender this form of development. Cordoba et al. (2018) spoke of the
same phenomenon in the context of palm oil cultivation in Brazil wherein small and marginal
farmers are locked out of the decision-making cycle. Furthermore, Dhanagare (2016) spoke about
the phenomenon in India in context to contract farming. Murthy (2013) and Sreekumar & Varman
(2016) also expounded on the same theme. However, they do not speak of what is at the root of
such phenomena which I have highlighted in this paper. Robinson’s (2019) study used a gender
lens to understand the phenomenon of such preferential development in the context of Western
Africa. However, he focused uses a gender lens while I have tried to include indigenous truth –
knowledge and belief - as a perspective to explain this phenomenon. Now that I have explained
the role of truth in land ownership in the context of the intervention, I shall expand further to
explain how this varies along sub-tribal truths in the context of sericulture practices, methods, and
value.
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8.3. Truth and Sericulture Outlook
In order for a neoliberal intervention to work within a traditional and tribal landscape there must
be common ground between the intervention and indigenous truths itself (Agrawal, 2004).
However, as this paper points out, this is not entirely possible across the whole intervention
landscape. In the previous sub-section, I pointed out how the truth of just a small part of the
intervention landscape is actually conducive to the intervention landscape while the rest may not
necessarily be so. The intervention is often blind to the heterogeneity of an intervention landscape
creating further socio-economic divide (Robinson, 2019). In addition to this, I now wish to overlay
sericulture practices based on indigenous truths that further contribute towards preferential
development at a larger sub-tribal scale. Within this sub-section I first delineate the tribal outlook
towards various components of the sericulture value chain followed by the value attribution of silk
and finally, the difference in sericulture feed leaf cultivation.
Similar to landholding as a resource which creates a segment of preferential development within
a community, indigenous knowledge on rearing practices of silk, and the inherent indigenous
beliefs on valuation of silk can be just as much a contributing force towards this inequitable
development. In this study, the Marngar sub-tribal truth not just permits but encourages the subtribe to be reliant on trade as much as production of agri-allied produce. The itinerant nature and
history of this sub-tribe has led them to be more experimental with new commodities and
opportunities while retaining their tradition. This was indicated by their silk behavior in the context
of being early adopters of the Muga intervention in whole. The Bhoi on the other hand endorsed
the Muga intervention as well with the exception of the commodity. As the Bhois have a culture
of being more production oriented with traditional practices, they were keen to adopt the
intervention with the amendment of Eri as the traditional commodity to be used instead of Muga.
Finally, the Karbi were the sub-tribe that were least interested in any form of the intervention to
be adopted within the sub-tribe.
This depicts how based on historical roles within the landscape, each sub-tribe has a specific
outlook towards their role in the sericulture value-chain. This underlines how the Marngar and the
Bhoi have something to gain from the intervention as their respective sub-tribal truths encourage
them to participate actively in the intervention. Whereas, as the Karbis have never been associated
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with trade or production of sericulture, they have little in common with the neoliberal intervention
and do not benefit from the intervention.
8.4. Truth and Sericulture Value
Value of a certain commodity takes center stage resulting from a certain indigenous truth. This
study was no stranger to that effect as either. As I stated in the results section of this paper, the
value that each sub-tribe attributed towards silk and sericulture itself defined to a great extent how
and to what degree each sub-tribe was receptive or not towards a neoliberal intervention. It is also
crucial to point out that the sense of value amongst and across sub-tribes itself was defined by
indigenous truths that each sub-tribe adhered to. In the basic sense of the term, the Marngar truth
on value was very different to that of the Bhoi and Karbi sub-tribes. Once again, the Marngar truth
was most conducive as it attributed monetary value to silk, especially Muga, but attributed
traditional value to Eri. This allowed them to wholly adopt the intervention as a livelihood as it
was designed. The Bhoi truth attributed a dual monetary and traditional value to sericulture, but
only to Eri and not to Muga. This allowed the Bhoi to expand production of Eri. Finally, the Karbi
truth did not attribute any monetary value to sericulture at all whether Eri or Muga. Moreover, the
Karbi truth disallowed them from rearing Muga entirely as it did not hold any traditional value.
Once again, I have demonstrated how the Marngar truth is most conducive towards the neoliberal
intervention as their truth allows them to attribute monetary and traditional value to sericulture
depending on the type of silk. The Bhoi truth attributes a joint monetary and traditional value to
Eri but none to Muga. Therefore, they were only partial beneficiaries of the intervention in the
form of the Marngars and Bhois. As the Karbi truth did not attribute any monetary value to
sericulture regardless of the type of the silk, the intervention did not see any success amongst the
Karbis.
Deustch (2020) found similar results in her study on Irradaway Dolphin Conservation in Cambodia
and Myanmar. She also critically highlighted the role of truth in dolphin conservation within her
study. In this study, she highlighted how Irradaway conservation took on a neoliberal avatar in
Cambodia while in Myanmar neoliberal interventions failed as they did not abide by the
indigenous truths that indigenous communities ascribed to dolphin conservation in Myanmar.
However, what this study adds to that paper is the value attribution that each sub-tribe attributes
towards the intervention based on their own indigenous sub-tribal truths (Deutsch, 2020). At the
71

heart of the discourse between a neoliberal intervention and indigenous truth lies the notion of
value (Fletcher, 2017). Value is derived from the indigenous truth of a subcommunity (Teoh,
2015). If this truth is incompatible to the neoliberal intervention, the sense of value derived from
the indigenous truth that a subcommunity holds towards the intervention itself will be incompatible
rendering the intervention ineffectual (Montes, 2020). In the case of this study, as Karbi truth was
incompatible to the intervention, the value was too. The Karbis did not value silk and sericulture
as monetary rendering the intervention ineffectual. What this paper also adds to literature on truth
and environmentality is that fact that such variation of truths, behaviors and environmentalities
(Chamber et al., 2019) may also occur within a single intervention landscape.
This paper highlights these multiple truths and value attribution within the same intervention
landscape while analyzing the same intervention. Additionally, this paper discusses how multiple
value attribution and multiple truths may co-exist, contend, or amalgamate into another form of
value and truth within a single intervention landscape. This was very similar to what Chambers et
al. (2019), found in Peru on ‘win-win discourse’. This paper, however, adds that due to the
multiplicity of truth that exists in a single intervention landscape, the value attribution also varies
resulting in different levels of intervention adoption based on how compatible each sub-tribal
valuation of a commodity is towards the neoliberal intervention (Pokorny, 2010). This is to say
that subcommunities within a single intervention landscape that largely value commodities or
services along monetary lines based on indigenous truths are those that benefit the most from a
neoliberal intervention (Pokorny, 2010). Also, those truths that do not permit a monetary valuation
of the commodity do not gain much or anything at all from a neoliberal intervention (Saith, 2006).
8.5. Truth and Feed Leaves
Moving on to the next sub-section of the discussion, I wish to shed light upon the various practices
and methods of sericulture that were also driven historically by indigenous sub-tribal truths, and
to what extent each of these sericulture practices and methods have been impacted and to what
end. Using literature, I shall also demonstrate how my findings are relevant. Truth inspired
behavior and practice are often signals of truth environmentality. This behavior is motivated by
inherent truths that a community adheres to (Fletcher, 2010). Interestingly, practices and behavior
motivated by truth are intrinsic in nature whereas practices and behavior motivated by neoliberal
interventions are typically extrinsic (Chambers et al., 2019). Therefore, when a neoliberal
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intervention is introduced to a landscape it may contend, co-exist, or amalgamate with intrinsic
practices as well (Chambers et al., 2019). As a result, a neoliberal intervention may bring about
complete change in practices, partial change in practices, or yield no change at all.
In keeping with this literature, I would like to highlight how my findings reflect this. As a corollary
of my findings in the landholding, value-chain preference and value attribution, I now deduce that
the Marngar truth and sense of value is most conducive to the neoliberal intervention. Therefore,
it is amongst the Marngar large and medium farmers that the intervention was most successful.
However, as the larger Marngar truth was also conducive towards the intervention, small and
marginal Marngar farmers also benefited from the intervention yet comparatively lesser than the
large and medium landholders. The Bhoi large and medium farmers also benefited from the
intervention but significantly lesser as the Bhoi did not view Muga in any monetary or traditional
value. The Bhoi small and marginal farmers did not benefit from the neoliberal intervention in
most part as well as they did not possess the wherewithal in land resources neither did they attribute
any value to Muga. The Bhoi however, did benefit from the neoliberal intervention in Eri. Finally,
the Karbis completely rejected the intervention in its form of Eri or Muga intervention. In this case,
it is interesting to understand the changes that were inspired.
The Marngar large and medium farmers undertook the most Muga feed tree plantations while there
was some uptake amongst Marngar small and marginal farmers too. However, all Marngar farmers
also cultivated Eri feed trees to a much lower extent. All farmers encountered for the interviews
cultivated Muga feed trees more than Eri feed trees. This depicts how the Marngar truth was
conducive to allow the simultaneous rearing of traditional Eri and neoliberal Muga. This is an
example of co-existing environmentalities. However, it must be noted that in all cases the benefits
that large and medium land holders gained were always substantially larger than the small and
marginal farmers.
Amongst the Bhoi, the intervention inspired a larger number of Eri feed plantation on private land
whereas Muga plantations were not given as much importance. Amongst the Bhoi farmers
encountered there was an almost even split amongst interviewees who cultivated Muga and Eri
feed. Even so, the Bhoi truth was conducive to the intervention with the exception of the
commodity. In this way, the Bhoi truth amalgamated with the intervention to create a hybridized
form of environmentality fusing tradition and neoliberalism. Unlike the Bhoi and the Marngars,
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the Karbi truth was least conducive towards the neoliberal intervention which inspired no change
in the sub-tribe’s sericulture behavior for leaf harvest or production. None of the Karbi farmers
encountered cultivated any feed tree for any silkworm. In this case, the sub-tribal truth was in
complete contention with the intervention resulting in no change in behavior.
In the case of the Marngar, the interaction of truth and a neoliberal intervention gave rise to two
distinctive forms of environmentality - neoliberal and truth. Amongst the Marngars, the two
resulting forms of environmentality remain mutually exclusive from each other, yet
simultaneously co-exist (Chambers et al., 2019). The production of Eri has been on account of the
adherence to the sub-tribal truth while the production of Muga has occurred due to adherence
towards the neoliberal intervention. In this way, the Marngars abide to two distinctively different
forms environmentality simultaneously. One form of environmental governance depends on the
collective communal truth while the other depends upon the neoliberal intervention. In both cases,
the only differentiating factor is the type of silk. This finding is very similar to that of Chambers
et al. (2020) in joint conservation and win-win discourse in Peru. It is here that Chambers et al.,
stated that at any given point of an intervention different types of environmentality may co-exist
simultaneously. This was previously influenced by Fletcher’s (2017) theory on ‘unbound
environmentality’ that stated this in theory.
Unlike the Marngars, the Bhoi sub-tribe reacted differently to the interventions. In the case of the
Bhois, the interaction of truth and a neoliberal intervention has resulted into what Teoh (2015) and
Montes (2020) encountered and described as a hybrid environmentality. The Bhois resisted the
integration of Muga simply for its higher economic value but wished to employ the same
production methods towards producing Eri as a marketable surplus which was a traditional
commodity instead. In doing so, the Bhoi steered the form of environmental governance from a
purely neoliberal one to a form of hybrid wherein they wish to integrate and profit from a
commodity that is traditionally part of Bhoi culture. This was a similar finding to Montes’s (2020)
finding amongst Bhutan’s forests with ‘Buddhist Biopower’.
Finally, in the case of the Karbis, the resulting environmentality from the interface between truth
and a neoliberal intervention was a truth environmentality. The Karbis according to my findings
rejected all neoliberal interventions aimed towards their livelihood that were in relation with
sericulture given the traditional and cultural significance it had for them. This is an interesting
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outcome given that the neoliberal intervention had little to no effect on the Karbi’s environmental
governance centered around sericulture. The Karbis preferred to maintain their traditional ways of
practicing sericulture leaving the truth environmentality prevalent. Consequently, the sericulture
behavior and methods still remain in sync with the traditional methods of the Karbi sub-tribe. This
is quite similar to what Deutsch (2019) found with the categorical rejection of a neoliberal
intervention of the eco-tourism project of Irradaway Dolphin Conservation in Myanmar. This
finding is also very similar to that of Youdelis’s (2013) study on eco-tourism in Northern Thailand
wherein local populations rejected the idea of an eco-tourism neoliberal intervention in favor of
their indigenous lifestyles as the intervention intruded far too much into their way of life.
These three respective outcomes between truth and neoliberal environmentality that I have
highlighted based on my findings also place themselves well within Fletcher’s (2017) multiple
environmentality framework which state that at any given time there can be one or multiple forms
of environmentality that exist within any particular region. Moreover, it also subscribes to the
phenomenon that multiple environmentalities may fuse together to form a hybrid form of
environmentality (Teoh, 2015). This specific study however brings to light how these respective
phenomena play out within a single administrative geography and an intervention within a single
commodity and the same landscape in India, i.e., the administrative block of a district and silk
respectively. something that is of particular interest is how my findings in parts, were quite similar
to that of several other findings across a range of papers on environmentality. Whether in the case
of Marngars whose results were similar to that of Chambers et al. (2019) and Fletcher (2010) or
the Bhoi whose results were very similar to that of Teoh (2015) and Montes (2020) I will now
finally highlight the repercussions of this phenomena playing out. Moreover, there was also great
similarity between the Karbi results and that of Deutsch (2019) and Robinson (2019). These results
best highlight my point of the multiplicity of truth and its all-encompassing nature. However, in
being all-encompassing, it might also prove estranging in the context of results being so varied to
each other.
Through these research findings I was able to establish that sub-communal truths do exist within
a single tribal unit in India. Moreover, these sub-communal truths also vary and depend on the
type of subcommunity (in this case sub-tribe) within a single administrative wherein a single
neoliberal intervention may be, and often is, applied. Similar to Robinson’s (2019) findings of how
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a neoliberal intervention may have varying results between men and women, I was able to establish
that there are varying results of a neoliberal intervention between sub-tribes in a specific region.
While I have used an environmentality framework to explore these nuances, Robinson has used a
gender lens overlapping it with neoliberal interventions (Robinson, 2019). This research also
draws similarity with Deutsch’s (2020) work on varying truth environmentalities across different
landscapes. However, this research study departs from Deutsch’s work insofar as focusing on the
variation of truths within one administrative block within the same country, and the same
neoliberal intervention focused on the same commodity. Simply put, the discourse between
different sub-tribal truths and a single neoliberal intervention within a single intervention
landscape has yielded different results. The sub-tribal truths are indeed based on traditional
knowledge and belief systems that have defined their environmentality as well.
8.6. Truth in the environmentality framework
Until this point of this paper, I have largely focused upon the study findings based on my data
collection that I conducted in the field in Meghalaya, India from the months of December until
February. However, for this specific portion of my discussion section I wish to bring your attention
towards the environmentality framework that I used for this study, its strengths, pitfalls, and how
it applies in the context of my research, results, and existing literature. This is what I wish to
expound within this final section of my discussion before I move on to the conclusions of this
paper. This section will attempt to undertake a critical view on the framework with regard to this
study. However, this is more in light of contributing towards plugging knowledge gaps in existing
literature on the multiple environmentality framework.
As I have well established that the multiple theoretical environmentality framework is the
theoretical compass of this study I shall now look at how it has impacted and served towards
channeling the direction of this study especially in light of the study findings and the discussion
as well. To begin with, the findings of this study were very much in line of what the multiple
environmentality framework purported. As explored and discovered by Chambers et al., (2019)
and Fletcher (2010) before them, I have established that multiple forms of environmentality may
co-exist, co-depend, contend, and even amalgamate to form new forms of hybridized
environmentality within a single intervention landscape. In large part this theoretical framework
has guided my research well to elicit my results that are well within the boundaries of the
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framework. However, the multiple environmentality framework defines how various types of predefined environmentalities may co-exist, contend or amalgamate (Fletcher, 2010). Chambers et al.
(2019), also pointed out the discourse between sovereign, disciplinary, and neoliberal
environmentality with its results. Moreover, Deutsch (2019), Youdelis (2013), Montes (2020) and
Teoh (2015) amongst many others also replicated this phenomenon in the context of truth
environmentality. It is from this point on that this study departs to chart a direction of its own.
This study highlights how the discourse between truth and neoliberal environmentality yields
results that are a world of its own. I have pointed out through this study that the discourse between
neoliberal and truth environmentality alone can yield just as varied spectrum of results as that of
the discourse between sovereign, disciplinary, and neoliberal environmentality. As truth according
to the environmentality framework has fluid border of definition, virtually every aspect of subcommunal life may be ascribed to truth. This opens a very large potential for several areas of
inquiry. For instance, as part of this study I applied landholding as a filter for analysis which I was
able to ascertain, was indeed a part of truth itself. Landholding being a part of the indigenous truth
was an extremely relevant portion of this study as it directly impacted the neoliberal intervention
itself. The application of landholding as an analytical filter yielded a great degree of varying results
across the three respective sub-tribes in this study. Similarly, there may be several additional filters
that could be added to this analysis that hail from indigenous truths. In those cases, it is very likely
that the results derived could be very similar or completely dissimilar to that of mine.
As I attempted to highlight the value of the limitless nature of truth in the theoretical framework
section, it is here that I wish to truly underline this phenomenon. For example, instead of
landholding, if I were to apply a gender analytical lens to this study, I am unsure as to how varied
the results may be. Moreover, if I were to add the gender lens to the already existing landholding
lens, I am unsure whether it would yield the same results as it has in this study. This is based on
preliminary discussions I have had with silk farmers in Umling. As the scope of this study was
limited, I could only assess the impact of landholding as an additional analytical filter. Therefore,
as truth governs so many aspects of life across sub-communal lines as well, it answers the question
whether truth as a unitary monolithic question is adequate, which it is not. However, and more
importantly, it raises questions as to whether truth as a form of environmentality is infinite even at
a sub-communal level, and therefore where do we draw the line for it, and how do we define it?
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Foucault highlighted how and why truth as a force of governance is formative and crucial to
understand yet is often not accounted for (Teoh, 2015). This study has been an attempt to contribute
towards that effort, but yet has an incredibly long way to go. In this light, I found the multiple
environmentality framework to be limiting from a theoretical perspective.
9. Conclusion
This study aimed to contribute towards the plethora of existing literature on political ecology and
environmentality. More importantly, it has attempted to plug a knowledge gap in the existing
environmentality literature by pointing out the existence of the multiplicity of truths within a
specific intervention space. In doing so, the study has invariably attempted to plug the knowledge
gap by stating that truth cannot be treated as a monolithic unitary entity and that truth inherently
does possess formative just as much as a reactionary value. I critically attempted to highlight the
repercussions of the discourse between these multiple truths and a neoliberal intervention aimed
at livelihood augmentation and forest conservation. The study has employed a multiple
environmentality framework in order to demonstrate how these multiple truths yield varying
results by certain sub-tribes within an intervention landscape. It has also demonstrated how these
varying results could be contentious, indifferent, amalgamated, or coexistent with the neoliberal
intervention implemented. As these are very specific and idiosyncratic to the region it hails from,
truths therefore can be almost infinite in nature.
9.1. Plugging the Knowledge Gap
Expanding upon this thread, I highlight how truths along sub-communal lines do exist within a
single intervention landscape and persist to shape the sub-communal interactions with a given
intervention at any given point in time. I also argue that truths are inherent and intrinsically formed,
as opposed to, imposed upon them through interventions or institutions. In reference to this study,
I highlight how indigenous belief and knowledge systems are intrinsic creations of each sub-tribe
(Marngar, Bhoi, Karbi) which determine environmental governance. In this regard, they are
formative in nature which define indigenous practices of several subcommunities in several
different ways. Therefore, the pre-existence of truth environmentality defines what kind of a
reaction a neoliberal intervention would receive, and not the other way around. I would like to
point out that indigenous truths are just as reactive as they are formative, and cannot be viewed in
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one form or the other. To treat these forms of truth as one or the other is limiting the scope of truth
in both capacities.
9.2. Answering the Research Questions
Through the course of this paper, I have argued how multiple truths exist along sub-communal
lines and that these varying truths interact differently with a single neoliberal intervention applied
within a specific landscape. Truths are collective constructs of subcommunities within a given
landscape based on traditional knowledge and indigenous belief systems. I also illustrate the
outcome of discourse between these respective multiple truths and a neoliberal intervention. In
doing so, I argue the repercussions of this upon the development of the intervention landscape.
At the crux of the argument that I present, there is an underlying notion of inequitable development
which I have understood as preferential development through the introduction of a neoliberal
intervention which seeks to enable economic and environmental development simultaneously. As
indigenous knowledge and belief systems create forms of environmental governance and behavior
which dictate virtually every aspect of sub-tribal culture each sub-tribal truth indeed interacts
differently with a neoliberal intervention. As the basis of this notion, I have argued that there does
indeed exist multiple truths along sub-tribal lines within a single intervention landscape. In
reference to this study, these truths exist in accordance with the Marngar Truth, the Bhoi Truth,
and the Karbi Truth. Consequently, within the scope of any neoliberal intervention introduced
across a wide-ranging landscape, there are always inevitably winners and losers. However, what I
bring to light through this paper is that in this case, the winners and losers are pre-determined upon
which truth they subscribe to.
Against this backdrop, it is important to note that a neoliberal intervention across a large spectrum
of subcommunities would yield different results. In this study I was able to demonstrate how the
Marngar seem to have benefited the most through the intervention as their truth was most
compatible to that of the neoliberal intervention. I was also able to illustrate how the Karbi subtribe benefited the least and the Bhoi sub-tribe yielded a mixed bag of benefits. I was therefore
able to connect these results to the inherent truths that each of these sub-tribes espoused.
Finally, the study also demonstrated how the additional application of landholding as a filter
differed in its application vis-à-vis the neoliberal intervention. As large and medium landholding
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farmers are dispersed along their respective sub-tribal truths, they generally benefitted from the
neoliberal intervention however, this as well differed between sub-tribes. One thing for certain is
that landless farmers were able to not reap any benefit from this intervention program regardless
of their sub-tribe. Therefore, this alludes to the study’s early hypothesis that all other socioeconomic filters notwithstanding, the sub-communal truths heavily impact and possibly predetermine the outcome of a neoliberal intervention. This adds a new perspective to environmental
governance in its reference to a neoliberal intervention.
In addition to this, the study critically points out the levels of compatibility that a variety of truths
may have, and whose compatibility ranges from utterly incompatible to completely conducive to
the neoliberal intervention. Based on this phenomenon it is interesting to encounter how some
subcommunities within a larger community may benefit more so than some others on account of
how conducive or not their truth is or would be with an intervention. More importantly however,
is the matter that these limited sub-communal benefits typically end up favoring an already
prosperous section of society while excluding a larger chunk of the community that has been
historically disenfranchised and impoverished. In doing so, a neoliberal intervention may
inadvertently further the socio-economic position of those already prosperous margins of society.
Consequently, while socio-economic inequality is exacerbated, the intervention implemented and
intended for rural development and forest restoration through economic upliftment and
conservation end up attaining neither of its objectives. Instead, the lesser prosperous
subcommunity continue to be left out of actual impact and benefits from the intervention
(Liverman, 2010). This results in these portions of society having not much of an option but to
continue exploiting natural resources for their sustenance.
I argue that when a neoliberal intervention is introduced into a landscape, it is only subcommunities
whose truths best suit the action points of the neoliberal intervention that gain from the
intervention. While those whose truths are not necessarily conducive to this intervention are locked
out of the development cycle and benefits that the intervention would typically offer otherwise. In
this context, Pokorny et al. (2010), defines this as bias development. I have instead highlighted a
nuance in this development approach naming it preferential development as opposed to just biased
development. In this regard, I shall now move to the final portion of this study –

80

‘Recommendations’. My recommendations are two pronged that draw inspiration from this study
which I have listed below as follows.
1. Action points for development projects, especially those which are designed to use a
neoliberal intervention for poverty alleviation and forest restoration.
2. Action points for further studies in the context of environmentality studies
9.3. Recommendations
Accordingly, this study appeals to a larger point of equitable or universal growth that is typically
espoused by such neoliberal development projects. As every poverty alleviation and forest
restoration intervention touts an all-inclusive socio-economically and environmentally beneficial
impact, it indeed yields exclusionary and even counter-productive impacts on environmental
governance vis-à-vis forest restoration (Teubal, 2009). As landless, small, and marginal farmers
whose truths are incompatible to the intervention result in being excluded from the list of
intervention beneficiaries, they continue to engage in deleterious practices on forests in order to
continue their method of livelihood activities (Liverman, 2010). This raises fundamental questions
in light of the relevance and true effectiveness of neoliberal interventions. If neoliberal
interventions that intend to alleviate poverty, and protect or restore forests, end up achieving this
agenda with only limited success, and a greater degree of exclusion of subcommunities, a closer
look at these interventions in terms of their impact is imperative (Robertson, 2004).
9.3.1. Intervention Recommendations
To begin with, neoliberal interventions need to be a lot more sensitive to sub-communal truths
through their application. This is especially true with regard to interventions that seek to apply a
non-indigenous commodity to a particular landscape (Teubal, 2009). Interventions typically aspire
to externally apply solutions whether it be a commodity or any other value chain intervention
without necessarily gauging how and what each community values, and in what terms.
Interventions also need to be more surgical in their approach towards impact (Liverman, 2010).
Instead of aiming to include everyone within a landscape to raise its impact footprint, interventions
should otherwise aim at tailoring their intervention to each subcommunity and not include
subcommunities that are incompatible to the intervention in the context of value (Robertson, 2004).
As an early initiative towards remedying pitfalls of preferential development and all that it entails,
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projects that aim to conceive a neoliberal intervention must be extremely wary of their socioeconomic and environmental impact assessments. Such assessments need to be included into any
project intervention as scoping studies. Such scoping studies require a fundamental re-look at their
approach wherein they primarily need to assess whether and how each subcommunity attributes
value to any given respective intervention. This is particularly important in projects that are valuechain driven. Understanding value beyond an economic sense is critical as it precludes a
retrofitting of a neoliberal value chain intervention to a universal landscape for the sake of a larger
impact footprint. This must be avoided at all costs. Instead, it is far more important for neoliberal
interventions to marry value-chains with subcommunities wherein their respective truth is
conducive. This means that interventions must be designed and implemented along the lines of
subcommunities as opposed to administrative boundaries, geographies, or other intervention
commodities. In the event that it is not conducive, such communities may either be excluded from
the intervention, or the intervention itself may adapt its commodity or any other element to fit the
indigenous sub-communal truth. Scoping studies in this regard are the first line (and perhaps most
important) of defense in identifying and redressing the woes of a universal project intervention
implementation that I have discussed in this paper.
9.3.2. Theoretical Recommendations
As stated earlier, this study offers merely a peek through the keyhole in terms of the bearing that
the discourse between truth and neoliberal environmentality offers. As I had mentioned earlier,
this study merely attempted to argue the multiplicity of truth along sub-communal lines. However,
there are several other truth filters that also apply along sub communal lines. The application of
landholding as a filter itself fleshed out the multiplicity of truth. However, I would like to state
that other filters such as gender, religion, etc. are also part of sub-communal truths and need to be
applied. The further application of additional filters such as gender, religion, etc. may yield several
varying results. Despite this, I believe that further research certainly needs to holistically flesh out
the multiplicity of truths along with their bearings. Hopefully through this potential abundance of
literature, potential discrepancies in multiple truths may eventually be reconciled.
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Annex 1
List of Interviewees and translators
Interviewees

Village

Subtribe

Landholding

Gender

Respondent 1

Umsawnoldhi

Marngar

2-3 acres

Male

Respondent 2

Umsawnoldhi

Marngar

2-3 acres

Male

Respondent 3

Umsawnoldhi

Marngar

5-7 acres

Male

Respondent 4

Umsawnoldhi

Marngar

15 acres

Male

Respondent 5

Umsawnoldhi

Marngar

2-3 acres

Female

Respondent 6

Nartap

Bhoi

15 acres

Male

Respondent 7

Nartap

Bhoi

2-3 acres

Male

Respondent 8

Nartap

Bhoi

2-3 acres

Female

Respondent 9

Nartap

Bhoi

5 acres

Female

Respondent 10

Nartap

Bhoi

3-4 acres

Female

Respondent 11

Umden

Karbi

1-2 acres

Female

Respondent 12

Umden

Karbi

3-4 acres

Female

Respondent 13

Umden

Karbi

Landless

Female

Respondent 14

Umden

Karbi

5-6 acres

Female

Respondent 15

Umden

Karbi

10 acres

Female

Respondent 16

Umkon

Karbi

2-3 acres

Female

Respondent 17

Umkon

Karbi

3-4 acres

Female

Respondent 18

Umkon

Karbi

1-2 acres

Female

Respondent 19

Umkon

Karbi

1-2 acres

Female

Respondent 20

Umkon

Karbi

5 acres

Female
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Interviewee Name

Institution

Designation

Job Role

Mahesh

Independent silk

Owner

Trades in silk

cocoon trader

cocoons from all over
Meghalaya to Assam

Janess

Silk entrepreneur –

Owner

Fashion House

Works with
sericulture and
weaving collectives
for producing
sustainable silk fabric

Rosila

Department of

District Sericulture

In-charge of all

Sericulture

Officer

government
sericulture schemes,
activities, etc.

Kon Lora

Meghalaya Basin

Subject Matter Expert Consultant to the

Development

- Sericulture

Authority

Government of
Meghalaya on
sericulture
interventions

Translator Name

Sub-tribe

Village Name

Bah Niwel

Marngar

Umsawnoldhi

Bah Seibor

Bhoi

Nartap

Bah James

Karbi

Umden

Kon Ester

Karbi

Umkon
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Annex 2
Narrative Interview questions and prompts – Village level
Study Participants: Village residents engaged with CDP interventions in sericulture as a
livelihood in Ri-Bhoi, Meghalaya
Introduction and Consent:
My name is Nikhil Arlikatti and I am a student studying for my masters in the Netherlands. I am
here for my fieldwork which is part of my thesis. My thesis is a part of my study program that I
will need to complete in order to gain my masters degree.
As part of my thesis study, I am trying to understand how sericulture as an NTFP brings about
environmental self-governance, behaviors, and motivations within your community based on your
indigenous knowledge. Additionally, I am trying to understand whether there is just one form of
governance within a village or multiple forms based on different tribal knowledge and practices
within one village. Following this, I wish to understand whether these governance systems have
been impacted (and in what way) by neoliberal interventions. The purpose of me doing this is so
that I may attempt to understand how different governance systems have existed here and for how
long. In addition to this I would also like to understand how an intervention has brought about
change in these local governance systems. By understanding this, I would be able to study possible
alternative ways in which neoliberal interventions could better implement a program intervention
but this would only be the case if the need arises.
Publishing and Anonymity
This study and all its findings will be published on open-source platforms such as the university
thesis database and some other open-source forums. In this case would you wish for me to keep
your name, organization name, or the village name anonymous. Please indicate what would you
choose to keep as public information and what would you allow to be published as part of this
study.
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Confidentiality
Your identity or that of your village or any other such information relating to you shall not be made
available to any other person from the village.
In light of this explanation, I would like to request your consent to this interview. You have the
absolute right to decline or give consent to this interview. You may also wish to decline, not
answer, or halt the interview midway if you do not feel comfortable with the interview or the
direction in which it is headed. You may also reach out to me for any queries regarding this study
after the interview is over. Please indicate a verbal recorded consent if you are unable to provide
a signature.

Consent:
Opening Questions and Ice-breakers:
1. Could you please expand upon your history and ancestry in the context of sericulture?
-

Prompts: Your first memory of sericulture, and how did it come here

2. How would you view your connection with sericulture?
-

Prompts (if needed): Merely a livelihood or is there more to it

Sericulture as a livelihood:
1. Is sericulture an indispensable part of your livelihood, if so, why?
-

Prompt: Can you imagine your life without it, and how different would your life be
then?

2. How many types of silks do you rear?
3. What are the methods you use in the different processes of sericulture?
-

Prompts: Are these traditional? Would you be willing to change your practices for any
reason? If so, what and why?

4. Can you explain why you use these respective methods in sericulture and not any other?
-

Prompt: Are you aware of alternative methods? Have you been trained? Would you be
open to changing? Any cultural significance?
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5. What are your prime reasons for getting involved in sericulture practices?
Sericulture interventions:
1. Have you ever been acquainted part of any interventions in sericulture in your village?
2. What kind of assistance/intervention have you received and from whom?
3. What was your initial perception of the intervention in the context of sericulture?
4. Could you please narrate your journey from the beginning as to how you got involved with
any of the respective interventions (in the context of sericulture)?
Prompts:
-

Clarify sequence of events throughout and clarify respondent’s role

-

Build on all points that respondent gives particularly energy do (positive or negative).

-

Keep asking what did you think / how did you feel about that?

-

How/why did you do that?

-

What was the impact of that?

-

Who was involved?

-

What was supposed to change?

-

That’s interesting – can you tell me more about that? (Do not ask why!)

-

Let me see if I have understood this correctly (and repeat back)

-

So, what you’re saying is...

5. Has the project brought about any changes in your practices and approach towards
sericulture from before, if so, what are they?
6. If your practices have changed, why in your opinion has that occurred?
7. Do you believe that fellow sericulture practitioners have also changed their approach and
sericulture practices? If so, why?
8. Do you believe that the intervention has changed your perception and role in sericulture
compared to how you used to visualize it before? If so, how and why?
Wrap-up:
1. Do you have any questions for me that I can help in answering?
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Annex 3
Interview questions and prompts – Village level
Study Participants: Non-village residents engaged with CDP interventions in sericulture as
a livelihood in Ri-Bhoi, Meghalaya
Introduction and Consent:
My name is Nikhil Arlikatti and I am a student studying for my masters in the Netherlands. I am
here for my fieldwork which is part of my thesis. My thesis is a part of my study program that I
will need to complete in order to gain my masters degree.
As part of my thesis study, I am trying to understand how sericulture as an NTFP brings about
environmental self-governance, behaviors, and motivations based on indigenous knowledge.
Additionally, I am trying to understand whether there is just one form of governance within a
village or multiple forms based on different tribal knowledge and practices within one village.
Following this, I wish to understand whether these governance systems have been impacted (and
in what way) by neoliberal interventions. The purpose of me doing this is so that I may attempt to
understand how different governance systems have existed here and for how long. In addition to
this I would also like to understand how an intervention has brought about change in these local
governance systems. By understanding this, I would be able to study possible alternative ways in
which neoliberal interventions could better implement a program intervention but this would only
be the case if the need arises.
Publishing and Anonymity

This study and all its findings will be published on open-source platforms such as the university
thesis database and some other open-source forums. In this case would you wish for me to keep
your name, organization name, or the village name anonymous. Please indicate what would you
choose to keep as public information and what would you allow to be published as part of this
study.
Confidentiality

Your identity or that of your village or any other such information relating to you shall not be made
available to any other person from the village.
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In light of this explanation, I would like to request your consent to this interview. You have the
absolute right to decline or give consent to this interview. You may also wish to decline, not
answer, or halt the interview midway if you do not feel comfortable with the interview or the
direction in which it is headed. You may also reach out to me for any queries regarding this study
after the interview is over. Please indicate a verbal recorded consent if you are unable to provide
a signature.
Consent:
Opening Questions and Ice-breakers:
1. Could you please expand upon your understanding of the history and ancestry of sericulture
in Ri-Bhoi?
2. In what way are you connected to this sericulture value chain? And why?
Sericulture as a livelihood:
1. Is sericulture an indispensable part of people’s livelihood here, if so, why?
2. How many types of silks are reared?
3. What are the methods you use in the different processes of sericulture here?
4. Can you explain which methods in sericulture are used and why?
5. What are the prime reasons for people getting involved in sericulture practices?
6. How do people value silk and sericulture here?
7. What meaning does sericulture possess for its people here?
Sericulture interventions:
1. What sericulture interventions in sericulture are you aware of, and what are they?
2. What was the intervention and which project was it part of?
3. Has the project brought about any changes in practices towards sericulture from before, if
so, what are they? Why in your opinion has that occurred?
Wrap-up:
1. Do you have any questions for me that I can help in answering?
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