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Agribusiness From the Ashes: Legacy Landscapes of Armed Politics in the
Indigenous Uplands of Burma

I begin with a look at the material conditions of state power and politics in Burma’s borderlands.
After the end of the Cold War and subsequently ceasefires were reached with rebel groups, village
forests and remaining rebel hideouts in northern Burma were selectively targeted by the military
to be Chinese-financed logging and agribusiness concessions. Now during Burma’s recent market-
led reforms and national peace process, guns have been traded in part for briefcases and law books
to court foreign investors, but state political power and control in relation to indigenous identity,
rights, and territory is unchanged. Fifteen years of work in the region has made it painfully clear
that legacies of racialized political power must be addressed first to achieve sustainable and
equitable natural resource governance and management. My dissertation case study traces the
environmental politics of “turning land into capital” through the case of Chinese-financed rubber
estates given to state-backed elites in northern Burma. e industrialization and commercialization
of agriculture has so far failed to boost agricultural production as promised, yet has fueled political
and economic grievances among ex-poppy farmers sympathetic to the rebels and contributed to
clearcutting the region's last remaining extensive forests. Large-scale concessions — as territorial
interventions — have forcibly uprooted highland farmers who have been resettled along valley
roads under state surveillance or fled as landless migrants, only to be replaced by ethnic majority
Burman plantation wage laborers. e subsequent production of more legible state landscapes in



