Abstract

This thesis examines how energy transitions are unfolding in India’s coal sector and argues that
prevailing Western framings of transition are inadequate for understanding the Indian case.
Coal in India is not merely an energy source but it is embedded in long standing social,
economic, political, and cultural relations that have shaped regions and institutions over
decades. As pressures to decarbonize intensify, transitions in the coal sector cannot be
understood as primarily techno-economic processes. Instead, they must be analysed as deeply
socio-political transformations. Using a political economy lens, I examine how resource
dependence, institutional arrangements, and power relations shape coal transitions in India. |
first explore the political economy of coal transitions by mapping key actors, institutions, and
forms of dependence, and demonstrate that two historically central actors, the state-owned coal
companies and trade unions, remain largely excluded from dominant transition planning and
policy imaginaries. The thesis argues that overlooking these legacy actors limits the feasibility
and legitimacy of transition pathways. I then explore the role of coal companies through an in-
depth case study of Singareni Collieries Company Limited, a state-owned enterprise. Drawing
on SCCL’s institutional history, organisational change over time, and insights from industrial
policy, I argue that coal companies are not passive or monolithic actors in energy transitions.
Rather, they hold significant organisational capacity, resources, and local legitimacy,
positioning them as potential sites of innovation and as key actors in shaping the socio-
economic dimensions of transition. Next, I examine the role of trade unions in coal transitions.
Using a novel dataset of trade union grievances collected over the past decade across India’s
coal belts, I provide a grounded account of union activities, concerns, and strategies that extend

beyond formal transition discourse. To explore alternative pathways for labour influence, I
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conduct a case study of German coal trade unions, applying a power resources approach to
analyse how unions have shaped just transition outcomes and to identify lessons relevant for
the Indian context. Empirically, this research is based on fifteen months of fieldwork across
India and Germany, including more than eighty semi-structured interviews, focus group
discussions, and participant observation. By foregrounding the perspectives of coal companies
and trade unions, two actor groups that are often analysed in isolation, I contribute to a more
inclusive and institutionally grounded understanding of energy transitions in India. I conclude
that just transitions cannot be achieved through technocratic or market led solutions alone, but
must be co-produced with the workers and institutions that have powered India’s development
for generations. This thesis draws on and contributes to the fields of political economy, labour

sociology, and energy and climate policy.
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