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CONNECTIONS, CORRIDORS, AND COMMUNITIES 
 

Extensive land and maritime networks have crisscrossed Asia for centuries, providing 
the basis for encounters between diverse ethnic, linguistic, economic, religious, and 
political groups. Today, developments such as new infrastructural projects, an 
increase in media access, and renewed interest in shaping cross-border cultural 
identities serve to both underscore these long-standing linkages and create new 
forms of connections across Asia. During the 3

rd
 Asian Borderlands Research 

Conference in Singapore, presentations will address continuities and ruptures along 
routes and borders in Asia, broadly related to the theme, Connections, Corridors, and 
Communities. 

 

• Connections: How are Asian borderlands made more (or less) visible through the 
study of cross-border connections? In what ways does the idea of the 
“borderland” remain resilient throughout political and historical ruptures?  What 
are the characteristics of various kinds of connections that are being created (as 
well as cut off) in Asian borderlands? 

• Corridors: Are networks and paths throughout Asian borderlands being forged, 
reopened, diverted, or closed, and what are the effects of such processes? Can 
one conceive of “corridors” in relation to maritime or island borderlands, 
information technology networks, or bodily borders in Asia?  

• Communities: What constitutes a “community” or “communities” in and across 
Asian borderlands, and how might these be contingent upon other factors, such 
as politics, environmental issues, and history? What are some of the barriers and 
restrictions to the creation of communities in the context of Asian borderlands?  
In what ways is a community defined by the state, by organizations, and/or by 
local individuals? 
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ORGANIZING AND SPONSORING PARTNERS  
 
 
ASIAN BORDERLANDS RESEARCH NETWORK (ABRN) 

http://www.asianborderlands.net/ 
 
Scholarly and political boundaries divide Asia artificially into units, such as South Asia, 
Central Asia, Southeast Asia, East Asia, and so on. These divisions not only mask the 
many and varied commonalities that transcend such boundaries, they also reinforce 
the marginalization of people who live in the so-called border areas. Yet a better 
appreciation of these ‘transitional zones' is in fact critical to our historical 
understanding of processes of social and cultural change in the states lying beyond 
them. Nonetheless, such a focus remains peripheral to area studies and the 
disciplines which feed into them. 
 
The Asian Borderlands Research Network has been developed in order to recognize 
the links, both historical and contemporary, that connect people in these 
borderlands, focusing on the border regions between South Asia, Central Asia, East 
Asia, and Southeast Asia, where the prevailing notions of area studies have been 
particularly limiting. 
 
The purpose of the network is to encourage academic exchange between both local 
and foreign scholars from a wide variety of disciplinary backgrounds in the arts, 
humanities and social sciences. Its concerns are varied, ranging from migratory 
movements, transformations in cultural, linguistic and religious practices, to ethnic 
mobilization and conflict, marginalization, and environmental concerns. Its aim is to 
generate new knowledge and methodologies in order to better understand these 
transitional zones, and to contribute to a reconfiguration of theoretical and 
methodological approaches to borderlands in general.  We particularly want to invite 
scholars from any of the regions involved to participate in the network, its 
conferences, and to contribute to the organizational effort. 
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INTERNATIONAL INSTITUTE FOR ASIAN STUDIES (IIAS) 

http://www.iias.nl/ 
 
The International Institute for Asian Studies (IIAS) is a research and exchange 
platform based in Leiden, the Netherlands. IIAS encourages the multi-disciplinary and 
comparative study of Asia and promotes national and international cooperation, 
acting as an interface between academic and non-academic partners, including 
cultural, social and policy organizations. The main research foci are Asian cities, 
dynamics of cultural heritage, and the global projection of Asia. These themes are 
broadly framed so as to maximize interactions and collaborative initiatives. IIAS is 
also open to new ideas of research and policy-related projects. 
 
In keeping with the Dutch tradition of transferring goods and ideas, IIAS works both 
as an academically informed think tank and as a clearinghouse of knowledge. It 
provides information services, builds networks and sets up cooperative programs. 
Among IIAS’ activities are the organization of seminars, workshops and conferences, 
outreach programs for the general public, the publication of an internationally 
renowned newsletter, support of academic publication series, and maintaining a 
comprehensive database of researchers and Asian studies institutions. IIAS hosts the 
secretariats of the European Alliance for Asian Studies and the International 
Convention of Asian Scholars. In this way, IIAS functions as a window on Europe for 
non-European scholars, contributing to the cultural rapprochement between Asia 
and Europe.  
 
 
ASIA RESEARCH INSTITUTE (ARI) 
http://www.ari.nus.edu.sg 

 
ARI was established as a university-level institute in July 2001 as one of the strategic 
initiatives of the National University of Singapore (NUS). It aims to provide a world-
class focus and resource for research on the Asian region, located at one of its 
communication hubs. ARI engages the social sciences broadly defined, and especially 
interdisciplinary frontiers between and beyond disciplines. Through frequent 
provision of short-term research appointments it seeks to be a place of encounters 
between the region and the world. Within NUS it works particularly with the 
Faculties of Arts and Social Sciences, Business, Law and Design, the Lee Kuan Yew 
School of Public Policy and the other Asia research institutes to support conferences, 
lectures, and graduate study at the highest level.  
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Home to a strong team of full-time researchers, the ARI provides support for doctoral 
and postdoctoral research, conferences, workshops, seminars, and study groups. It 
welcomes visiting scholars who wish to conduct their research on Asia in Singapore, 
and encourages collaboration with other Asian research institutes worldwide.  
 
 
INSTITUTE OF SOUTHEAST ASIAN STUDIES (ISEAS) 

http://www.iseas.edu.sg/ 
 
The Institute of Southeast Asian Studies is a regional research centre dedicated to the 
study of socio-political, security and economic trends and developments in Southeast 
Asia and its wider geostrategic and economic environment. 
 
The aim of the Institute is to nurture a community of scholars interested in the region 
and to engage in research on the multi-faceted dimensions and issues of stability and 
security, economic development, and political, social and cultural change. 
 
The intention is not only to stimulate research and debate within scholarly circles, 
but also to enhance public awareness of the region and facilitate the search for 
viable solutions to the varied problems confronting the region. 
 
In a world increasingly dominated by the forces of globalization and regionalization, 
networking has become an imperative. The Institute is strategically placed to assist 
international, regional and local scholars and other researchers in this networking 
process by serving as a centre that provides a congenial and stimulating intellectual 
environment, encouraging the fullest interaction and exchange of ideas in an 
unfettered ambience. ISEAS is dedicated to long-term reflective analysis and 
investigations in the best traditions of scholarship. The Institute also seeks to 
stimulate thinking on and exploring solutions to some of the major salient issues in 
the region. 
 
To achieve these aims, the Institute conducts a range of research programs; holds 
conferences, workshops, lectures and seminars; publishes research journals and 
books; and generally provides a range of research support facilities, including a large 
library collection. 
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CORDAID 

http://www.cordaid.nl 
 
The Catholic Organisation for Relief and Development Aid is a Dutch development 
agency operating worldwide. We fight poverty and exclusion in fragile states and 
areas of conflict and extreme inequality. In order to stand up for the world's poorest 
and most marginalized communities, we raise funds in the Netherlands as well as 
internationally.  
 
Cordaid’s main expertise lies in: 

• conflict transformation: reinforcing social processes of civil participation, 
dialogue, reconciliation and peace building in armed conflicts and latent conflicts. 
We do this particularly in resource-based conflicts and conflicts in the realm of 
security, terrorism and counter-terrorism; 

• affordable and quality healthcare and welfare facilities for the poorest and most 
vulnerable communities in disadvantaged and remote areas; 

• increasing the economic independence of local producers and small-scale farmers 
in a manner sustainable for both people and the environment; 

• disaster risk reduction and emergency aid: we provide emergency aid in the event 
of disaster. We develop warning systems and reduce risks in places subject to 
recurring natural disasters. In the wake of disaster, we engage in responsible 
reconstruction. 
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PROGRAM 

 

THURSDAY, 11 OCTOBER 2012 

10:00  REGISTRATION (Level 2) 

10:30  OPENING & WELCOME ADDRESS (Auditorium, Level 2) 

 Gregory Clancey 

Asia Research Institute, National University of Singapore, Singapore 

Willem van Schendel 

University of Amsterdam, The Netherlands 

11:00 KEYNOTE ADDRESS (Auditorium, Level 2) 

 Territorial Inequity and National Borderlands 

David Ludden 

New York University, USA 

12:00  OPENING OF THE PHOTO EXHIBITION (Level 2) 

 

Connections, Corridors, and Communities 

Dolly Kikon, Makiko Kimura, Duncan McDuie-Ra & Martin Saxer 

This exhibition draws together the theme of Connections, Corridors, and Communities by 

showcasing photographs by four researchers taken during their fieldwork in different Asian 

borderlands from Russia to Burma. The photographs aim to capture dynamics of change, 

mobility, and rupture that characterise everyday life in these locations. Yet the photographers 

have also sought to capture the persistence of traditions in these locations: traditions that reveal 

the hybridity and fluidity of borderlands and the necessity of distinct markers of identity and 

place.  

This exhibition is generously supported by CORDAID. 

12:30 LUNCH (Level 2) 
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13:00  BREAKOUT SESSIONS 

 Auditorium, Level 2 Vista, Level 7 

PANEL 1 

MIGRATION AND MOBILITY: 

PROBLEMATISING CATEGORIES OF ANALYSIS 

PANEL 2 

GLOBAL PERSPECTIVES ON  

ASIAN BORDERLANDS 

 

Chairpersons: 

Anne McNevin 

Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology 

(RMIT) University, Australia 

Wayne Palmer 

University of Sydney, Australia 

Chairperson:  

Ben Hopkins 

Asia Research Institute,  

National University of Singapore, Singapore 

Discussant:  

Emmanuel Brunet-Jailly 

University of Victoria, Canada 

13:00 Governing ‘Illegal’ Migration in the 

Borderzones of Indonesia and Malaysia: 

Between Control and Facilitation 

Anne McNevin 

Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology 

(RMIT) University, Australia 

Wayne Palmer 

University of Sydney, Australia 

Asians in the Making of Trans-Pacific 

Borderlands (1540-1700) 

Rubén Carrillo-Martin 

IN3-Universitat Oberta de Catalunya, Spain 

13:15 Zones, Corridors, Circuits:  

On the Shifting Spaces of Migration 

Brett Neilson 

University of Western Sydney, Australia 

The Dilemma of Colonial Boundaries in 

Contemporary Africa: The Bakassi Peninsula in 

Nigeria-Cameroon Border Conflict 

Geoffrey I. Nwaka 

Abia State University, Uturu, Nigeria 

13:30 The Inequality of Mobility: Migration and Class 

Enclosures in the Southeast Asian Borderlands 

Michael Eilenberg 

Aarhus University, Denmark 

Dave Lumenta 

University of Indonesia, Indonesia 

Envisioning a Different Southeast Asia  

from Non-state-centered Perspectives 

Noboru Ishikawa 

Kyoto University, Japan 

13:45 DISCUSSION DISCUSSION 

14:30  TEA BREAK (Level 2) 
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15:00 BREAKOUT SESSIONS 

 Auditorium, Level 2 Vista, Level 7 

PANEL 3 

ASIAN ‘INDIGENEITY’: IDEA FLOWS,  

MEDIA ROUTES AND DISCONNECTIONS 

PANEL 4 

ASIAN NETWORKS:  

SECURITY, ROADS, AND CHECKPOINTS 

 

Chairpersons:  

Markus Schleiter 

Goethe University, Germany  

Erik de Maaker 

Leiden University, The Netherlands 

Chairperson: 

Itty Abraham 

National University of Singapore, Singapore 

15:00 Video CD Crossovers: Shaping Ideas of 

Belonging by Popular Santali Films in  

India and Bangladesh 

Markus Schleiter 

Goethe University, Germany 

Reopening of the Himalayan Passes:  

Great Hopes and Reality 

Rafal Beszterda 

Nicolaus Copernicus University, Poland 

15:15 Performing Indigeniety to Showcase ‘Unity in 

Diversity’: A Close Look at the Newly Invented 

Trans-Ethnic and State-Sponsored  

Dihing-Patkai Festival in Assam 

Meenaxi Barkataki-Ruscheweyh 

Göttingen University, Germany 

The Corridors of the Kachin Socio-technical 

Networks: Continuities and Conversions 

Karin Dean 

Talinn University, Estonia 

15:30 Religion, Resistance, and Culture of the 

Nation: The Reshaping and Reinterpreting of 

Garo Wangala Dancing 

Erik de Maaker 

Leiden University, The Netherlands 

Systems of Identity in the Borderland 

Douglas Sanders 

Mahidol University, Thailand 

15:45 Sacred Land and the Politics of Voice 

Radhika Borde 

Wageningen University, The Netherlands 

ASEAN’s Sovereigntyscapes: Bridges, 

Checkpoints, Triangles and Highways 

James D Sidaway 

National University of Singapore, Singapore 

Carl Grundy-Warr  

National University of Singapore, Singapore 

Chih Yuan Woon 

National University of Singapore, Singapore 

16:00 From Spurious to Genuine:  

The Connectivity of Folklorised Culture 

Guido Sprenger 

University of Heidelberg, Germany 

‘Flattening’ the Routes of Empire in the  

High and Tibetan Himalayas 

Christoph Bergmann 

Heidelberg University, Germany 

16:15 DISCUSSION DISCUSSION 

17:00 END OF DAY ONE 

18:00  WELCOME DINNER (For speakers, chairpersons, discussants and invited guests) 
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FRIDAY, 12 OCTOBER 2012 

08:30  REGISTRATION (Level 2) 

09:00  BREAKOUT SESSIONS 

 Auditorium, Level 2 Vista, Level 7 

PANEL 5 

CONNECTIONS AT BORDERLANDS:  

A COMPARATIVE VIEW ON THE MOBILITY 

 OF DISPLACED COMMUNITIES IN  

SOUTHEAST ASIA 

PANEL 6 – ROUNDTABLE 

DAMMING THE BORDERLANDS? COMPARING 

INDIA’S HYDRO-ELECTRIC PROGRAMME 

ALONG THE BRAHMAPUTRA WITH 

EXPERIENCES ALONG THE MEKONG 

 

Chairpersons:  

Risa Tokunaga  

The Australian National University, Australia 

Antje Missbach 

University of Melbourne, Australia 

Chairperson: 

Ben Hayes 

Statewatch, London, United Kingdom 

09:00 Onward Movements of the  

Rohingya Refugees: Malaysia as a  

Transit Asylum Country 

Risa Tokunaga 

The Australian National University, Australia 

09:15 Alternative Media, Minority, and Connections: 

The Case of New Boat People of Asia 

Ahmed Abidur Razzaque Khan 

Mahidol University, Thailand 

09:30 Indonesian Borders:  

Porous and Policed at the Same Time 

Antje Missbach 

University of Melbourne, Australia 

09:45 Reassessing the Role of ‘Communities’  

in Protracted Displacement: An Observation 

from the Thai-Myanmar Borderland 

Akiko Okudaira 

The Australian National University, Australia 

10:00 DISCUSSION 

Carl Middleton 

Chulalongkorn University, Thailand 

 

Pradip Phanjoubam 

Indian Institute of Advanced Study,  

Shimla, India 

 

Mmhonlumo Kikon 

Dice Foundation, Kohima, Nagaland, India 

 

Anjuman Ara Begum 

Gauhati University, Assam, India 

 

Oudom Ham 

Royal University of Phnom Penh, Cambodia 

 

10:30  TEA BREAK (Level 2) 
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11:00  BREAKOUT SESSIONS 

 Auditorium, Level 2 Vista, Level 7 

PANEL 7 

IMAGINATIONS, POLITICS, IDENTITIES 

PANEL 8 – ROUNDTABLE 

FRACTURED COMMUNITIES ACROSS THE 

CORRIDORS: STATE, IDENTITY AND CULTURAL 

DISCOURSE IN ASIAN BORDERLANDS 

 

Chairperson:  

Martin Saxer 

Asia Research Institute,  

National University of Singapore, Singapore 

Chairperson:  

Sarit K. Chaudhuri 

Rajiv Gandhi University, Itanagar, India 

11:00 “Too Little for Too Many?”:  

A Critical Analysis of Identity Politics  

in the Chittagong Hill Tracts in Bangladesh 

Ellen Bal 

VU University Amsterdam, The Netherlands 

11:15 Tracing Indo- (exile) Tibetan Borders:  

Exile Settlements and Displaced Sovereignty 

Fiona McConnell 

University of Cambridge, UK 

11:30 Cinema, Literature and the Issue of Belonging: 

Travelling across Multiple ‘Imagined 

Communities’ in South-West China and  

North-East India 

Mara Matta 

Sapienza University of Rome, Italy 

11:45 Living in the Foothills of Meghalaya:  

Garo Trajectories between Nation-states 

Timour Claquin 

Université Lumière Lyon 2, France 

12:00 DISCUSSION 

Deepak K. Singh 

Panjab University, Chandigarh, India 

 

Philippe Ramirez 

Centre for Himalayan Studies,  

National Center for Scientific Research (CNRS), 

France 

 

Sanat K. Chakraborty 

Journalist, Shillong, Meghalaya, India 

 

François Robinne 

Research Institute on Contemporary Southeast 

Asia (IRASEC), France 

 

Bérénice Guyot-Réchard 

University of Cambridge, UK 

 

13:00 LUNCH (Nexus, Level 6) 
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14:00  BREAKOUT SESSIONS 

 Auditorium, Level 2 Vista, Level 7 

 

PANEL 9 

AGENCY ON THE MARGINS: 

BORDERLAND LIVES IN GUIZHOU, GUANGXI, 

YUNNAN, AND VIETNAM (PART 1) 

PANEL 10 

LANDSCAPE, MILITARY, AND  

DIPLOMACY IN ASIAN BORDERLANDS 

 

Chairperson:  

Jean Michaud 

Université Laval, Québec, Canada 

Chairperson:  

Dolly Kikon 

Stanford University, USA 

Discussant: 

Sanjay Barbora  

Tata Institute of Social Sciences, India 

14:00 “Where Sorcerers Hide and Swindle the 

Unwitting”: Trans-Provincial Community 

Networks in the Qing Southwest 

Jodi L. Weinstein 

The College of New Jersey, USA 

Landscape as Political Project?":  

The Conservational Paradigm in the DPRK, 

Developing Connections and Diffusing 

Borders,the Korean Peninsula and the 

Demilitarized Zone (DMZ), Peace Park 

Robert Winstanley-Chesters 

University of Leeds, UK 

14:15 Living Nature at the Margins: Translocal 

Ethnicity and Environment of the Buyi 

Yu Luo 

Yale University, USA 

Memories of Japanese Soldiers:  

Narratives on World War II in Naga Villages 

Makiko Kimura 

Meiji Gakuin University, Japan 

14:30 Upland Spirits, Branding, and the Politics of 

Place in the Borderlands of Northern Vietnam 

Christine Bonnin 

Max Planck Institute for Social Anthropology, 

Germany 

14:45 DISCUSSION 

DISCUSSION 

15:30  TEA BREAK (level 2) 
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16:00  BREAKOUT SESSIONS 

 Auditorium, Level 2 Vista, Level 7 

 

PANEL 11 

AGENCY ON THE MARGINS:  

BORDERLAND LIVES IN GUIZHOU, GUANGXI, 

YUNNAN, AND VIETNAM (PART 2) 

PANEL 12 

AGRARIAN EXPANSION AND TERRITORIAL 

POLITICS IN THE BORDERLANDS OF 

SOUTHEAST ASIA 

 

Chairperson: 

Jean Michaud 

Université Laval, Canada 

Chairpersons:  

Michael Eilenberg & Kevin Woods 

Discussant: 

Jonathan Padwe  

University of Hawai’i, USA 

16:00 Everyday Politics and Agency  

Confronts ‘Food Security’ in  

Upland Northern Vietnam 

Sarah Turner 

McGill University, Canada 

From Security Buffer Zone to Agricultural 

Corridor: Agrarian Expansion and Sovereign 

Politics in the Indonesian Borderlands 

Michael Eilenberg 

Aarhus University, Denmark 

16:15 Hmong Infrapolitics 

Jean Michaud 

Université Laval, Canada 

Agricultural Concessions as  

Military-Private Territorial Interventions:  

A Case from the Sino-Myanmar Borderlands 

Kevin Woods 

University of California-Berkeley, USA 

16:30 No Country for Old Cows 

John D. Kelly 

University of Chicago, USA 

Filling in the Marginal Lands:  

Population Deconcentration towards the 

Borderlands of Southeast Asia, 1960s-2000s 

Rodolphe De Koninck 

Université de Montréal, Canada 

16:45 Remaking the National Border in Cross-Border 

Resource Development: Nu-Salween River 

Development at the Thai-Burma Border 

Vanessa Lamb 

York University, Canada 

17:00 

DISCUSSION 

DISCUSSION 

17:30 END OF DAY 2 
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SATURDAY, 13 OCTOBER 2012 

08:30 REGISTRATION (level 2) 

09:00 BREAKOUT SESSIONS 

 Auditorium, Level 2 Vista, Level 7 

PANEL 13 

ENEMIES, FRIENDS, LOVERS:  

BORDERLAND CONNECTIONS  

(PART I) 

PANEL 14 

NEVERLANDS OF BECOMING:  

FORTUNE, ENTERPRISE, AND REFUGE 

IN THE FRONTIERS 

 

Chairperson & Discussant:  

Duncan McDuie-Ra 

University of New South Wales, Australia 

Chairperson & Discussant:  

Johan Lindquist  

Asia Research Institute,  

National University of Singapore, Singapore 

09:00 Rising of Gentry Power on the  

China-Burma Frontier Since the 1870s:  

The Case of the Peng Family in  

Mianning, Southwest Yunnan 

Jianxiong Ma  

The Hong Kong University of Science and 

Technology, Hong Kong 

Middle of Nowhere: A Returnee’s Farmland 

(huaqiao nongchang) in 1962 

Liang Yongjia 

Asia Research Institute,  

National University of Singapore, Singapore 

09:15 Friendship and Labour in Contentious Places 

Dolly Kikon 

Stanford University, USA 

In and Out of Walung 

Martin Saxer 

Asia Research Institute,  

National University of Singapore, Singapore 

09:30 My Brother the Other 

Bianca Son Suantak 

School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS), 

UK 

Becoming Entrepreneurs at the  

China-Vietnam Borderland 

Zhang Juan  

Asia Research Institute,  

National University of Singapore, Singapore 

09:45 DISCUSSION DISCUSSION 

10:30 TEA BREAK (level 2) 
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11:00  BREAKOUT SESSIONS 

 Auditorium, Level 2 Vista, Level 7 

PANEL 15 

ENEMIES, FRIENDS, LOVERS:  

BORDERLAND CONNECTIONS  

(PART 2) 

PANEL 16  

BORDER COMMODITIES:  

RETHINKING COMMODITIES AND THE 

COMMODITY FORM AT ASIA'S MARGINS 

 

Chairperson:  

Duncan McDuie-Ra 

University of New South Wales, Australia 

Discussant:  

Dolly Kikon 

Stanford University, USA 

Chairperson:  

Jason Cons 

Bucknell University, USA 

Discussant:  

Michael Eilenberg 

Aarhus University, Denmark 

11:00 No Love in Nampong: An Ethnography of 

Frontier Towns in Northeast India 

Sanjay Barbora 

Tata Institute of Social Sciences, India 

Extending the Family: Subversive Kinship and 

Borderline Identities in South Asia 

Farhana Ibrahim 

Indian Institute of Technology Delhi, India 

11:15 City Love, Frontier Politics: Race and 

Relationships in the Migration Moment 

Duncan McDuie-Ra 

University of New South Wales, Australia 

Border Lines and Pipe Lines:  

The Commodity Form, Violence, and  

the Tri-Nation Gas Pipeline Project 

Jason Cons 

Bucknell University, USA 

11:30 Yak Tails, Rice Cookers, and Changing 

Corridors in Asian Borderlands 

Tina Harris 

University of Amsterdam, The Netherlands 

11:45 Producing Cashews and Producing the Border: 

The Transformation of Jarai Agriculture and 

the Commodification of National Boundaries 

Jonathan Padwe  

University of Hawai’i, USA 

12:00 

DISCUSSION 

DISCUSSION 

12:30  LUNCH (Nexus, Level 6) 
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13:30 BREAKOUT SESSIONS 

 Auditorium, Level 2 Vista, Level 7 

PANEL 17 

BEYOND THE BORDERLANDS: ECOLOGY AND 

TRANSREGIONAL ENGAGEMENTS IN AND 

ACROSS BENGAL, ASSAM, MYANMAR AND 

YUNNAN, C.1800-1950 

PANEL 18 

COMMUNITIES, KINGDOMS AND TRADE   

 

Chairperson:  

Iftekhar Iqbal 

University of Dhaka, Bangladesh 

Chairperson:  

Willem van Schendel 

University of Amsterdam, The Netherlands 

13:30 The Land Between Rivers:  

Connecting the Bengal and China Markets, 

the early 19th century 

Gunnel Cederlöf 

Uppsala University, Sweden 

Kings, Caste and Class: Marwari Traders  

in the Nepal-India Border Towns 

Mallika Shakya 

University of Pretoria, South Africa 

13:45 From Calcutta to Canton: Rivers, Railways, and 

Spatial Engagements in Northeastern South 

Asia and Southwestern China, 1853-1911 

Iftekhar Iqbal 

University of Dhaka, Bangladesh 

Emergent Frictions in Mekong Borderlands: 

Ethnography, Assemblage, and the 

(Re)Production of Community in Border 

Economic Zones 

Soe Lin Aung 

Independent Researcher, Yangon, Burma 

14:00 Chinese Muslims in Myanmar:  

Ethnicity, Religion, and Ecological Memory 

MM Mohyuddin 

Universiti Teknologi Mara, Malaysia 

A Konyak Kingdom on the Indo-Myanmar 

Border: Change and Continuity 

Ketoukhrie-ü 

Gauhati University, Assam, India 

14:15 Jute or Flood: The Fate of Certain Schemes 

Along the Middle Brahmaputra River Valley 

Arupjyoti Saikia 

Indian Institute of Technology Guwahati, India 

14:30 Mt. Tambora, Climatic Changes, and the  

Great Famine in Yunnan (1815-1817) 

Bin Yang 

National University of Singapore, Singapore 

14:45 DISCUSSION 

DISCUSSION 

15:30 TEA BREAK (Level 2) 

16:00  CLOSING REMARKS & NEXT STEPS (Auditorium, Level 2) 

 Tina Harris 

University of Amsterdam, The Netherlands 

16:30 END OF DAY 3 
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KEYNOTE ADDRESS 

 

Territorial Inequity and National Borderlands 
 
David Ludden 

New York University, USA 
 

 
Boundaries of national state territorialism express and enforce inequity among 
peoples and places, as nations displace and surpass the territorial power of old 
empires, fostering militant majoritarian sentiments, ideals, identities, and politics 
prejudicial to minorities, foreigners, poor and weak groups, and anyone outside 
the normative national mainstream asserting rights that challenge the nation's 
territorial self-image. Flat maps evenly colored to represent comprehensive 
national power and citizenship hide jagged mountains and deep valleys of 
inequitable power relations among people in national cores and peripheries. 
Globalization aggravates territorial inequity: it favors coastal borderlands and 
urban areas, disadvantaging remote, rural, rustic areas, and often using military 
power to keep deprived areas under control, fostering conflict and undermining 
democratic possibilities, as national states embrace managerial functions and 
political imperatives of economic growth in the world of national states and 
global capitalism.  
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PANEL 1 

 

MIGRATION AND MOBILITY:  

PROBLEMATISING CATEGORIES OF ANALYSIS 
 
Chairpersons: Anne McNevin 

Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology (RMIT) University, 
Australia 

 
Wayne Palmer 

University of Sydney, Australia 
 

 
This panel investigates conceptual and analytical difficulties in the study of 
migration in Asian borderlands. Its focus is upon disjunctures between prevailing 
categories of analysis for migration and the socio-spatial practices that constitute 
migration in specific Asian geographies. How are specific administrative identities 
that drive migration research (refugee, labourer, tourist, trafficked person, 
student, business person and so on) linked in problematic ways with specific 
spatial identities (territory, borders, regions, hubs, growth-zones, islands, sea-
lanes and so on)? What are the limitations of these embedded links between 
identity and space when it comes to conceptual frameworks for contemporary 
Asian mobilities? What is the contribution of more critical conceptual starting 
points to the project of governing migration? The panel seeks to problematize 
the ontological and epistemological assumptions that inhere in conceptual 
vocabularies for migration and consider their implications for the politics of 
migration. It is concerned with methodological issues of reflexive research as well 
as empirical analysis that highlights the disjunctures, tensions and ambiguities in 
question. 
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PANEL 1 
 

Governing ‘Illegal’ Migration in the Borderzones of Indonesia  

and Malaysia: Between Control and Facilitation 
 

Anne McNevin  

Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology (RMIT) University, Australia 
 
Wayne Palmer  
University of Sydney, Australia 

 

 
This paper argues that administrative migration categories that drive policy-
relevant research do not align with the nature of migration or its administration 
in specific transnational and borderzone contexts. The argument is informed by 
qualitative research amongst migrants, government officials, humanitarian 
agencies and NGO staff engaged at different points along common migration, 
smuggling and deportation routes between Indonesia and Malaysia. In this 
borderzone, the experience of migrations frequently lies between poles of 
legality/illegality and force/compulsion, in ways that are not captured by fixed 
administrative categories applying to migrants. Governance agents tasked with 
controlling ‘illegal’ migration are frequently implicated in its facilitation. And 
humanitarian agencies engage with migrants in terms that reflect the priorities of 
donor bodies rather than the circumstances of migrants. Consequently, we 
identify a disjuncture between the experience of migration ‘on the ground’ and 
the categories that shape what scholars and policy-makers claim to know about 
migration. This disjuncture raises significant problems for both the project of 
governing migration and the conceptual foundations of migration research. We 
argue for a more critical approach that is less defined by state-centric and 
territorialised conceptual frames for migration and able to account for specific 
cultures of administration and mobility. 
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PANEL 1 
 

Zones, Corridors, Circuits:  

On the Shifting Spaces of Migration  
 

Brett Neilson  

University of Western Sydney, Australia 
 

 
Drawing on research completed in Shanghai and Kolkata for a project entitled 
Transit Labour: Circuits, Regions, Borders, this paper considers how the 
production of migrant subjectivity intersects the operation of logistical processes 
and the creation of new spatial economic networks. The focus is on forms of 
virtual migration mediated by electronic circuits, internal migration within China 
and India, and high-end skilled migration associated with the creation and 
administration of economic zones and industrial/transport corridors. In all these 
cases a shift away from the subjectivity of the citizen-worker will be noted. 
Parallel to this will be a discussion of the proliferation of territorial, 
administrative and legal borders above, below and across the scale of the nation-
state. Arguing that the mutual implication of the production of space and the 
production of subjectivity is crucial to understanding the social form of 
contemporary capitalism, the paper will conclude by offering the concept of 
transit labour as a starting point for critical investigations of the governance and 
politics of migration.  
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PANEL 1 
 

The Inequality of Mobility: Migration and Class Enclosures  

in the Southeast Asian Borderlands 
 
Michael Eilenberg 

Aarhus University, Denmark 
 

Dave Lumenta 

University of Indonesia, Indonesia 
 

 
It has consistently been argued that flows and mobility is among the main 
characteristics of globalization. But these flows of people across borders and 
their mobility within is highly restricted and regulated. This paper wishes to 
highlight the inequality of mobility in contemporary Southeast Asia by showing 
how class is structured and created by asymmetrical economic relations and the 
increasing formalization of border crossings. We are especially interested in how 
the formalization of border crossings in Southeast Asia not only comes 
embedded with the exclusion of 'undesirables', but has equally 
‘decosmopolitized’ large numbers of borderland societies from wider 
transnational networks into narrower confinements of state-spaces. How is the 
regulation of transnational flows of people structured by power asymmetries and 
economic inequalities? Although current border regimes in large parts of 
Southeast Asia may be less 'effective' in spatial terms, the increasing 
hierarchicalization of workplaces and the decreasing access to benefits and 
upward social mobility for migrants indicates that the emerging border regimes 
around Southeast Asia are increasingly moving away from spatial practices, and 
more or less evolving into 'class' containers. 
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PANEL 2 

 

GLOBAL PERSPECTIVES ON ASIAN BORDERLANDS 
 
Chairperson: Ben Hopkins 

Asia Research Institute,  
National University of Singapore, Singapore 

 
Discussant: Emmanuel Brunet-Jailly 

University of Victoria, Canada 
 

 

Asians in the Making of Trans-Pacific Borderlands (1540-1700) 
 

Rubén Carrillo-Martín 

IN3 - Universitat Oberta de Catalunya, Spain 
 

 
As early as 1540, people of Asian descent established themselves in Mexico. Little 
more than three decades later, the Manila Galleon came into being, 
consolidating a commercial lane which linked the hinterland of the viceroyalty of 
New Spain with Manila. Through this thoroughfare an avalanche of Chinese, 
Indian, Japanese and Filipino products arrived in Mexico purchased with ever-
growing amounts of silver. This trade had a tremendous impact in the 
configuration of the first truly global trade network. It also transformed the 
Philippines, and indeed the Mexican Pacific coast into highly permeable 
borderlands between Asia and the Americas. As is to be expected, not only 
goods, but also people traveled through this corridor. Asians made the crossing 
and established a noteworthy community in Mexico. The study of the Asian 
Diaspora in colonial Mexico represents an opportunity to understand the 
formation, evolution and dissolution of a community that may have had a 
multinational configuration. This community engaged in complex cultural 
exchanges and relations with other groups in Mexico, both with the native indios 
and the trans-Atlantic communities: the people of African descent and the 
Spanish elite. The Asian community also informs about the existence ang impact 
of a long corridor: the Manila Galleon, at the same time reorienting the focus of 
analysis from the purely economical to encompass cultural and demographic 
aspects as well. 
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PANEL 2 
 

The Dilemma of Colonial Boundaries in Contemporary Africa:  

The Bakassi Peninsula in Nigeria-Cameroon Border Conflict 
 

Geoffrey I. Nwaka 

Abia State University, Uturu, Nigeria 

 

 
Many critics complain that the present boundaries of African states make little 
sense, and that the continent is paying a high price for retaining them. In most 
cases the boundaries came first, and then states began to be formed within them 
The 2009 World Development Report underlines the constraints and economic 
costs which these numerous artificial boundaries impose on the free movement 
of peoples, good and services in Africa. Ironically, the Organization of African 
Unity (now the African Union), and most individual African governments have 
since independence tended to defend these boundaries in order to maintain 
stability, and to respect "the sovereignty and territorial integrity of each state". 
Sadly, however, the preservation of the inherited boundaries has led to 
persistent instability and violent conflicts within and between African states. 
Many hope that the growing tempo of regionalism, continental integration, and 
globalization would progressively make the borders less constrictive and 
contentious, and thus reduce the potential for conflict. Unfortunately, the 
protracted border dispute between Nigeria and Cameroon over the ownership of 
the Bakassi Peninsula, and the large number of similar conflicts elsewhere in the 
continent suggest that some of these inherited boundaries are acquiring 
increased prominence and rigidity in the light of new strategic and economic 
considerations such as the prospects for mineral discovery. The paper examines 
critically the evolution of the boundary between Nigeria and Cameroon in the 
light of the controversial ruling of the International Court of Justice in 2002 that 
on the basis of colonial agreements between Britain and Germany, the Bakassi 
Peninsula, located in the maritime border area, and inhabited for generations 
almost entirely by Efik speaking Nigerian fishermen, belongs to Cameroon, and 
not to Nigeria. Although Nigeria and Cameroon have, under pressure from the 
international community, agreed to comply peacefully with the ICJ decision, the 
key lesson to draw from the conflict is the need to change the narrow and 
exclusive way we perceive the inherited boundaries, and the African state system 
itself, and begin to see the boundaries more as flexible frontiers of mutual 
contact and cooperation between states and communities, as in the pre-colonial 
period, rather than as rigid barriers and divisive lines of demarcation on the map. 
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PANEL 2 
 

Envisioning Different Southeast Asia from Non-state-centered 

Perspectives 
 

Noboru Ishikawa 
Kyoto University, Japan 

 

 

The paper envisions radically different Southeast Asia by critically questioning the 
ways in which regional ethnography and historiography have been produced. The 
state-centered perspective has long generated a dichotomy in the 
conceptualization of the state territoriality. In this binary, a frontier region is 
often portrayed as a periphery as opposed to river-mouth state formation. Such 
statecraft inclination has permeated ethnography and historiography of 
Southeast Asia, both serving each other. The peoples who predated the state or 
exist outside of the realm of its geo-body are either marginalized or essentialized. 
The modern disciplines of history and anthropology have in a sense emerged 
within the time and space of the modern state. 
 
What are the proto-typical social formations of Southeast Asia, where cultural 
plurality, ecological diversity, and expansive mercantilism and capitalism are not 
prescribed within the confinement of the terrestial states? The study also refers 
to recent scholarship concerning “Zomia”, “non-state space”, “state repelling 
places”, “resonant circuit,” “traffic zone,” “colonial arc,” and “transnational 
circuits” as an attempt to offer a new look at the dynamics inherent in the fringe 
of the state. Through the analysis of these spatial reconfigurations, the paper 
asks to what extent Southeast Asia can be reconceptualized, researched, and 
rewritten from non-state-centered perspectives. 
 



3
rd

 Conference of the Asian Borderlands Research Network 

CONNECTIONS, CORRIDORS, AND COMMUNITIES 

 

 

26 

PANEL 3 

 

ASIAN ‘INDIGENEITY’: IDEA FLOWS, MEDIA ROUTES AND 

DISCONNECTIONS 
 
Chairpersons: Markus Schleiter 

Goethe University, Germany 
 

Erik de Maaker 

Leiden University, The Netherlands 

 

 
Throughout Asia, indigeneity acts as a powerful concept to advance political 
claims. Notably at the margins of states, such as borderlands, as well as other 
‘peripheral’ territories, indigeneity can serve to resist hegemonic claims made by 
states in the name of postcolonial nations. Issues of loyalty and belonging take 
center stage in borderlands also since linkages of ‘indigenous’ communities 
across international borders potentially pose a threat to national states. 
Indigenous claims proceed from an idea of cultural uniqueness that needs to be 
communicated to ‘outside’ audiences. In films, music video’s, calender art, and at 
cultural festivals, reified and folklorised versions of ‘traditional culture’ and ‘local 
heritage’ are presented. These media are also important for local audiences, for 
whom the folkorisation of what is presumably their own ‘culture’ serves to 
substantiate their distinctness from ‘others’. In contrast, indigenous claims 
advanced by, or, on behalf of borderlanders, derive much of their political 
credibility from being anchored in a global endorsement of “first” rights for 
“first” people. Besides, regional and global popular culture increasingly comes to 
signify a sense of belonging through media produced and used within these 
communities, that also reaches global audiences. The panel ‘Asian ‘Indigeneity’: 
Idea Flows, Media Routes and Disconnections’ intends to explore linkages, 
corridors (media routes, and pathways as part of networks) and disconnections 
between different local, regional, and global understandings and 
conceptualisations of indigeneity. Thereby, it needs to be noted that the factual 
and cultural situation in borderlands tends to limit people’s access to production 
contexts, networks and idea flows. Then, what are cross-overs between distinct 
Asian indigeneities, how do they inspire one another? How are the creators of 
such expressions of culture related to the producers of the differing appearances 
of indigeneity within media? How are borderlands deprived of commercial and 
governmental media infrastructure, and thereby of access to idea flows, and how 
do people in borderlands shape and build media routes in connection to their 
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claims on belonging? The panel intends to incorporate various disciplinary 
perspectives, exploring questions such as these through research that is based on 
recent fieldwork. 
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PANEL 3 

 

Video CD Crossovers: Shaping Ideas of Belonging by  

Popular Santali Films in India and Bangladesh 
 

Markus Schleiter 

Goethe University, Germany 
 

 
VCD films in Santali, the Austro-Asiatic language of the Santal people are popular 
films targeting rural people in Odisha, Jharkhand and West Bengal, and are 
reaching – on manyfold carriers - even further destinations far up and across 
borders, namely Assam, Nepal and the borderlands of Bangladesh. The emerging 
of these films can be seen to be in correspondence with countless new regional 
VCD circulations in languages of Asian “indigenous” groups in the past decade, 
which are regarded to reflect on and be part of a current reappraisal of 
“indigenous” and ethnic claims in Asia. The production contexts of Santali VCDs 
are however thoroughly commercial and a lot of people in this young industry 
are not of Santal origin. Consequently, the films, depicting for example Santal’s 
differing “indigenous” costumes, are inspired by South Asian popular film 
narratives and visualize a hybrid “Bollywood” version of Santal identity with the 
help of sunglasses, jeans and guitars. Audience engagements with Santali films 
however differ widely and thereby complement the above picture of the film 
circulation. For example, in metro-city apartments of Kolkata film watching is 
embedded within specific practices of conserving Santal culture through 
meetings, events and cultural journals. High officers of Santal origin foremost 
watch them to discuss their effects on village people, and regard the films as a 
threat of “cultural decay”. Notwithstanding, in the borderlands of Bangladesh, 
Santal “traditions” are regarded as outdated and the films are played out of 
curiosity on Santal customs alive in India. The films reach these areas by 
networks and small vendor shops, who sell them as files straight from their 
computer. In villages in Odisha instead, Santali film watching is embedded in 
village ceremonies or video nights as a specific – often multi-ethnic - form of 
village event. Village inhabitants emphasize on basis of these films for example 
the insignificance of “new things” and by this reconfirm the value of “traditional” 
Santal dances. Juxtaposing these settings, I will then contradict an understanding 
of the Santali VideoCD circulation as being a trendy, commercial revitalization of 
a Santal community consciousness at large. Foremost, the cases indicate that an 
audience shapes very different ideas of a Santal belonging on the basis of specific 
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patterns of engaging with Santali films, and are thereby enabling Video CDs to 
make their way to them. 
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PANEL 3 
 

Performing Indigeniety to Showcase ‘Unity in Diversity’:  

A Close Look at the Newly Invented Trans-Ethnic and  

State-Sponsored Dihing-Patkai Festival in Assam 
 

Meenaxi Barkataki-Ruscheweyh 

Göttingen University, Germany 

 

 

The three-day media event of the Dihing-Patkai Festival is held each January at 
the site of an abandoned WWII air-strip near Ledo in Upper Assam close to the 
Indo-Burmese border, an area of marked cultural, ethnic and linguistic diversity. 
Sponsored by the Assam government, this festival, like the famous Hornbill 
Festival of Nagaland, aims at fostering ‘communal harmony and understanding’ 
between differing “indigenous” groups of the region. Culture thereby is sought to 
be displayed as “unique yet distinct” to the world beyond, promoting tourism 
and commerce. However, for the many diverse communities living in the area, 
this festival is foremost a platform for publicly performing their presence in the 
region, which in turn enables them to advance claims on land and further dues, 
which are reserved only for classified “small ethnic” and “minority groups”. Such 
identity issues have become notably important due to the growing political 
activism of the expanding educated middle class within the communities living in 
the region. 
 
In this paper I take a closer look at some specific aspects of the Dihing-Patkai 
Festival, to show how different communities reinvent or modify their “traditions” 
in order to fit in (but still stand out) with the format of a modern-day multi-
community festival. I will also show how new common rituals are invented to 
create new bonds of tradition and a sense of ‘local common heritage’ among the 
communities participating in the festival. New ideas for the festival are also 
drawn from video images obtained from across the border in Burma, Yunnan and 
Thailand. It will then be discussed, how many details of the festival are at large 
altered to fit the enormous media presence represented by the local print-media 
and television channels. Other factors like imitation and competition among 
communities in deciding what to present as their ‘culture’, the role of the state in 
indirectly influencing these processes in order to propagate and validate its unity 
in diversity slogan, and the ‘ethnic but none-the-less modern’ face that these 
communities seek to project for themselves will also be discussed. 
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PANEL 3 
 

Religion, Resistance and Culture of the Nation:  

The Reshaping and Reinterpreting of Garo Wangala Dancing 
 

Erik de Maaker  
Leiden University, The Netherlands 

 

 
Over the past few decades, in India, Garo Wangala dance performances have 
increasingly gained public prominence. In recent years, performances were 
included in the opening ceremony of the 2010 Commonwealth Games, and the 
2008 Republic Day parade. Both these events were broadcast on national 
television, bringing the performances, presented as ‘tribal dances’, within the 
purview of an audience of millions. In India’s Northeast, home to the majority of 
the Garo, from the 1980s onwards, Wangala dancing has come to be staged 
more or less routinely during important state level celebrations. This is often 
written about in the local press, frequently accompanied by one or more 
photographs. In addition, photographs portraying Wangala dancing play an 
increasingly important role in the posters circulated by politicians, but also on 
calendars produced by political groups that call for greater assertion of the Garo 
community. Beyond this broad array of relatively new uses, for adherents of the 
traditional Garo religion, Wangala dancing continues to be linked to the most 
important post-harvest festival. This paper explores how Wangala dancing 
developed into a powerful mediatised expression of the Garo community. How 
do national and state level performances, and their mediations, continue to be 
linked to, but become also disconnected from, village level celebrations? 
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PANEL 3 
 

Sacred Land and the Politics of Voice 
 

Radhika Borde  
Wageningen University, The Netherlands 

 

 
This paper will investigate the mediatised activism and victory of the Dongaria 
Kondh tribe of east-central India, in its struggle against Vedanta Resources, a UK-
based mining company which attempted to extend its operation into the tribe’s 
territory upon the Niyamgiri hill. Vedanta Resources was involved in bauxite 
extraction from this heavily forested site, which the Dongaria Kondhs considered 
to be the sacred abode of their deity. The company was finally denied the 
clearance to mine by the Indian environment minister in August 2010, after more 
than half a decade of protest by the tribe, and the national and international 
activist groups which had taken up its cause. The language of protest included, 
along with a conservation and human rights vocabulary, an emphasis on the blow 
to the tribe’s emotions if their sacred land were to be desecrated by mineral 
extraction. Universally acknowledged as the adoption of a very tough stance, the 
slapping of show-cause notices onto Vedanta Resources by the minister, 
demonstrates that the activist discourse did not fall on deaf ears. The 
environment minister’s vociferous public denial of being moved by ‘emotion’ is 
significant in the context of the mediatised identification of the tribe with the 
Na’vi, the heroes of a Hollywood sci-fi blockbuster who too resist a mining 
corporation – with sacred discourse as well as all-out violence. The international 
activists associated with the struggle attempted to recruit Hollywood director 
James Cameron’s support for the struggle, feeling that he should be associated 
with the struggles of indigenous groups whose plight mirrored that of the Na’vi in 
his film. The activists also dressed up like the Na’vi and protested in front of 
Vedanta’s offices in London (Indian newspapers then started referring to the 
Dongaria Kondhs as the ‘Avatar tribe’). 
 
Whether the use of popular media may do anything other than reinforce the 
proliferation and appropriation of margins as is arguably the generalized 
tendency of industrialized culture, becomes the point in question and lays open 
the form of the activism to analysis. Within a subaltern studies paradigm, the 
Dongaria Kondh would be considered a subaltern class. The possibility of ever 
hearing the subaltern’s ‘voice-consciousness’, having been dismissed by critical 
subalternists due to the fact of such a speech-act being necessarily 
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hegemonically inscribed – a political ecology perspective would beg the question 
of whether an environmental activism of affect and spirituality is in fact the 
imposition of a romanticized (and marginalizing) ideal of biophilic indigeneity 
upon those who are already at the periphery. This paper will however argue that 
for the subaltern to speak/combat marginalization (protect resources that 
sustain livelihoods), a recourse to mediatised mythico-symbolic modes of 
expression is often most effective.  
 
It will argue that in its contemporary ‘avatar’ of spiritualized post-materialism, an 
enchanted epistemology, and a performance of speech within it, is less 
marginalizing than the scientific rationalism that gave birth to the industrial 
revolution, the consequent economic dispossession of colonized people-groups 
and the inequitable distribution of environmental liabilities in contemporary 
times. Keeping in mind the bureaucratic corruption that is known to accompany 
the resource curse, it may be well within the economic interest of a tribe to 
adopt a strategic essentialism for the purpose of conserving its natural capital 
base. The paper will attempt to make a case for grassroots-level (and extending 
trans-nationally) discursive creativity of such nature, from both an emic and an 
etic perspective. 
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PANEL 3 
 

From Spurious to Genuine: 

The Connectivity of Folklorised Culture 
 

Guido Sprenger  

University of Heidelberg, Germany 

 

 
The distinction between genuine and spurious culture has long been relegated to 
the past in social anthropology. However, its shadow lingers on in the notion that 
staged folklore and invented traditions are somehow less authentic and more 
hegemonic practices than the local cultural variance which preceded them in pre-
national times. This applies in particular to indigenous identities on the 
peripheries of nation states, in the present case Laos. Here, cultural festivals and 
other folklorised practices are currently emerging as new ways of communicating 
locality to external agencies, in particular to the national level. This paper 
documents fragmentary strategies of identity-making in northern Laos and a 
small cultural festival that was staged spontaneously in a Rmeet (Lamet) village. 
It argues that these practices are continuous with earlier ones which addressed 
and transformed socialities beyond the village boundaries. If boundaries are seen 
as being constituted from both sides and constitutive of social structure, then 
local socialities can only be understood by looking at the way representations of 
the foreign have been incorporated into the local. Seen this way, folklorisation is 
just the most recent model for communicating difference in a semantic that is 
connective with the state, neighbouring ethnicities, and a global language of 
locality. Thus, folklorisation is itself reproducing and redefining boundaries as 
social structure, a translation device and culture genuine. 
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PANEL 4  

 

ASIAN NETWORKS: SECURITY, ROADS, AND CHECKPOINTS  
 
Chairperson: Itty Abraham 

National Univerity of Singapore, Singapore 
 

 

Reopening of the Himalayan Passes: Great Hopes and Reality 
 

Rafal Beszterda 

Nicolaus Copernicus University, Polland 

 

 

Proposal of this paper is based on ethnological fieldwork conducted by myself 
during the last 4 years at Indo-China borderlands.  
 
Within the last two decades we have witnessed the reopening of three of the 
historical passes between India and China (TAR), which were sealed for good in 
1962. Contemporary situation is marked by listed tax-free tradable items, daily 
allowance value limits of goods, trade passes regulations, pointed market places, 
security forces assistance, still growing border army posts, and in general lower 
than expected interest in trade.  
 
In my view current situation was contrasted with historical one, slightly different 
indeed in Western and Eastern part of the border. Fieldwork brought data 
regarding such spheres like: economy of the border trade (official and empirical 
data); present status of the historical tights between trade partners’ families (so-
called gamgya friendship); changes within social groups involved in border trade; 
changing social status of the trader and his relatives; barter vs. cash trade; black 
and grey market, and border trade as a part of governmental development 
programs. In conclusion some important potentials and possibilities of the border 
trade were indicated, both raised by individuals and local trader’s associations, 
together with administration and government dissidents, all in anthropological 
perspective. 
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PANEL 4 
 

The Corridors of the Kachin Socio-technical Networks:  

Continuities and Conversions 
 
Karin Dean 

Tallinn University, Estonia 

 

 
Mobility and networks have been generally presented as the defining features of 
the socio-political spatialities across the vast mountainous terrain of the 
contemporary China-Myanmar borderlands amongst the inhabitants connected 
through kinship and trade. Just as in the past, the mobilities and various social 
(political/ethnic/religious) networks in contemporary multi-ethnic Myanmar have 
served to facilitate the flows of knowledge/information, and helped to maintain 
the often ethnically defined symbolic spaces of resistance to the ongoing statist 
projects. This paper examines the effect of the increasing use and sophistication 
of information technology on these mobilities and networks. It will analyze the 
efficacy of what Ó Tuathail (2000) describes as “sociotechnical networks” – the 
networked relationships that capitalize on the converging transportation and 
communication technology – that are today crossing the boundaries of Myanmar 
with an ever increasing swiftness. Theoretically, the impact of the Kachin socio-
technical networks on the deterritorialization of contemporary power and 
knowledge and on the (often essentialized) mobilities will be under the focus, 
while socio-politically their impacts on the Kachin ethnic, political and social 
aspirations will be examined. The paper argues that while there is continuity in 
the mobilities and networks, their forms and corridors vary in time and space and 
are often contingent upon the local practices and places that serve as important 
nodes of networking and are embedded in local socio-political contexts and 
historical contingencies. 
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PANEL 4 
 

Systems of Identity in the Borderland  
 

Douglas Sanders 

Human Rights, Mahidol University, Thailand 

 

 
The seven countries in the borderlands between Han China and Indian Bengal 
each have systems of collective ethnic identity,using varying terminology - hill 
tribes/minority nationalities/national races - and often variant names for 
particular ethnic groups (some located in three or four countries). Personal 
identity cards issued by national (or in the case of India, state-level) governments 
indicate citizenship and ethnic nationality. The origins of these systems are with 
initiatives in British India,and the main criteria has been ancestral language (not 
race, not indigeniety, not religion). The systems are strongest in India and China, 
and weakest in Thailand and Bangladesh. China lists 57 nationalities; Myanmar 
135; Vietnam 54. There is no category for mestizo or mixed descent. While 
minority policy was challenged in China during the Cultural Revolution, the 
systems today seem widely accepted, without calls for reform. Insurgencies 
continue in some areas - in Northeast India and in Eastern Myanmar. Kachin 
resistence to the Myitsone dam has led to its suspension in Myanmar,signifying 
assertiveness within the new national politics of Myanmar. Do the systems 
hinder integration and development? Are they unreformable? 
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PANEL 4 
 

ASEAN’s Sovereigntyscapes:  

Bridges, Checkpoints, Triangles and Highways  
 
James D Sidaway 

National University of Singapore, Singapore 
 
Carl Grundy-Warr  

National University of Singapore, Singapore 
 
Chih Yuan Woon 

National University of Singapore, Singapore 
 

 
Research on the genealogy of ‘territory’ has stressed how it is ‘a historical 
question: produced, mutable and fluid’ (Elden, 2010). In Southeast Asia, this 
includes work on the making of territory through the ideological and theological 
centrality of the ‘geo-body’ imaginary as a ‘concrete manifestation’ of 
nationhood (Thongchai Winichakul, 1995). Such perspectives also critically 
challenge nationalist-statist interpretations of history and geography by 
unraveling alternative historical geographies of identities, lives, and cross-border 
mobility that belie straightforward national historical geographies.  
 
In these contexts, our paper focuses on the geopolitical/territorial imaginary of 
Southeast Asia’s regional grouping, ASEAN, which was essentially ‘a security 
community’ forged out of post-colonial and Cold War geopolitics in the late 
1960s, and subsequently expanded to incorporate former Cold War and 
Konfrontasi protagonists into the ‘ASEAN family’. Central to ASEAN are the 
political-legal concepts of territorial sovereignty, national integrity, and non-
interference. We examine inherent contradictions, tensions, and alternate 
meanings within ASEAN’s territorial imaginary, its constituent sovereignty-scapes 
(Sidaway, 2004) and the insurgencies that contest them. In so doing, we focus on 
border-scapes (Rajaram and Grundy-Warr 2008), diplomatic practices and 
ASEAN’s uneven mode of ‘integration’ based on commerce, highways and 
checkpoints. We draw on examples, from Singapore’s frontiers, the ‘golden 
triangle’s’ borderlands and the southern Philippines. These ‘triangulations’ 
(Sparke et al, 2004) enable productive comparisons with the border regimes and 
geopolitical narratives of other imagined regional communities; notably the EU, 
SADC and the SAARC. 
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PANEL 4 
 

‘Flattening’ the Routes of Empire in the High and  

Tibetan Himalayas 
 

Christoph Bergmann  

Heidelberg University, Germany 
 

 
Until the end of the nineteenth century the Indo-Tibetan frontier remained 
harshly controlled and seemed rather impenetrable to most feringis or European 
foreigners. Local traders, however, passed to and fro between India and Tibet 
rather easily and on a regular basis. This put them in an ideal position to assist 
the British colonial administration in channelling and furthering imperial 
ambitions along the extensive route networks in the High and Tibetan Himalayas. 
Their greatest success stemmed from a rather unexpected concealment of 
scientific expertise, military calculation and superpower politics in a religious 
guise, the ‘ritual journey,’ which describes an old and widespread feature of 
trans-Himalayan traffic. With a little adaptation these journeys not only produced 
valuable results for British frontier operations, particularly cartographic maps, 
but also fuelled a whole series of unintended consequences: from larger 
geopolitical disputes culminating in the Sino-Indian border war to lasting 
contestations over groups identities and community rights in the Himalayan 
interior. It is shown how local residents actively participated in ‘flattening,’ via 
map projections, the routes of empire, without falling victim to shifting outside 
demands and security concerns.  
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PANEL 5 

 

CONNECTIONS AT BORDERLANDS: A COMPARATIVE VIEW ON THE 

MOBILITY OF DISPLACED COMMUNITIES IN SOUTHEAST ASIA 
 

Chairpersons: Risa Tokunaga 

  The Australian National University, Australia 
  
  Antje Missbach 

  University of Melbourne, Australia  
 

 
How does people’s mobility create connections at borderlands in Southeast Asia? 
This panel tackles this question from a comparative view. Akiko Okudaira focuses 
on the Thai-Myanmar borderland. She argues that despite introduction of the 
large-scale resettlement, some of the encamped population hope for continuous 
connections to ‘communities’. (“Reassessing the Role of ‘Communities’ in 
Protracted Displacement: An Observation from the Thai-Myanmar Borderland”). 
Risa Tokunaga deals with the case in Malaysia. She explores how the onward 
border crossing of the Rohingya refugees has taken place and suggests that while 
hosting the Rohingya refugee communities, Malaysia has become a transit 
asylum country. (“Onward Movements of the Rohingya Refugees: Malaysia as a 
Transit Asylum Country”). Ahmed Abid locates the case in Thailand. As an 
alternative media activist and researcher, he explains a role of alternative media 
which brought a new perspective on the Rohingya boat people issue. 
(“Alternative Media, Minority and Connections: the Case of New Boat People of 
Asia”). A research site of Antje Missbach is Indonesia. Given the Indonesia’s 
porous borders, her special attention connects the criminal collaboration 
between human smugglers and members of the Indonesian state authorities. 
(“Indonesian Borders: Porous and Policed at the Same Time”).  
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PANEL 5 
 

Onward Movements of the Rohingya Refugees:  

Malaysia as a Transit Asylum Country 
 
Risa Tokunaga 

The Australian National University, Australia 
 

 
The Rohingya refugee issue is one of the longstanding protracted displacements 
in Asia. My presentation sheds light on the onward border crossing of the 
Rohingya refugees and its implication for the refugee protection regime in the 
Asia-Pacific. Firstly, I will explain why onward movements of the Rohingya 
refugees have taken place. The Rohingyas who took shelter in Malaysia are from 
the borderlands of Burma-Bangladesh. They hoped Malaysia would provide 
refugee protection but they have been stranded in protracted refugee situations 
because Malaysia has not ratified the 1951 Refugee Convention. Based on my 
fieldwork, I will outline the onward movements of the Rohingya refugees in 
Malaysia by highlighting the difficulties of the Rohingya refugee communities in 
urban refugee settings. Secondly, I will explore how the onward movements of 
the Rohingya refugees have developed. Due to the lack of refugee protections, 
some Rohingyas in Malaysia have found a way to Australia via Indonesia in which 
they risk their lives in a sea voyage. My paper suggests that while Malaysia is 
situated as a country of secondary asylum, the protracted situation makes 
Malaysia a transit asylum country.  
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PANEL 5 
 

Alternative Media, Minority and Connections:  

The Case of New Boat People of Asia 
 

Ahmed Abidur Razzaque Khan  
Mahidol University, Thailand 
 

 

The plight of stateless new boat people in Asia is well known to human rights 
activists, academics and organizations today. This group of economic migrant 
who are Muslim and most of them known as Rohingyas-an ethnic minority from 
Burma, have been smuggled through coastal routes for decades. Each year the 
exodus claims more lives as boats sink in the Bay of Bengal or in the Andaman 
Sea. Those who survive, are subject to arrest and further human rights violations, 
while awaiting international protection. 
 
The author first met 200 stranded boat people in Mae Sot, Thailand in April 2007 
and started documenting their situation. The author used new media for 
reporting on web portals which drew the attention of concerned authorities and 
also made a documentary film depicting the plight of boat people titled ‘The 
Dreaming Vendors’. On the basis of experience in the field, this research presents 
a focus on a new perspective about media applications that could bring change. 
By placing stateless Muslim migrants minorities from Burma, at the centre of the 
study, this research will expose how alternative media brought changes, and how 
it can bring real change in the lives of specific ethnic groups and influence key 
stakeholders. 
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PANEL 5 
 

Indonesian Borders: Porous and Policed at the Same Time 
 
Antje Missbach 

University of Melbourne, Australia 

 

 
While Indonesia traditionally is a sending-country providing large numbers of 
temporary labour migrants to Malaysia and also the Middle East, within the last 
decade Indonesia has also become a transit country for migrants and 
refugees/asylum-seekers alike who reside there temporarily before heading off 
to safe third-countries or economically more promising countries, such as 
Australia. Conservative estimations of these so-called ‘irregular migrants’ in 
Indonesia range between 4,000 and 6,000, with the majority of them hailing from 
conflict zones in Iraq, Afghanistan and also Sri Lanka. Most of them enter 
Indonesia through Indonesia’s porous sea borders either with short-term tourist 
visa or fraudulent identity papers or without any documents at all. Transit 
migrants aim to resettle either by means of requesting political asylum through 
international resettlement organisations or – more often – with the help of 
international people smuggling networks. As the realisation of ‘self-organised’ 
onward migration has become more difficult due to more restrictive border 
protection over the last years, the demand for people smuggling has increased. 
In order to accomplish people smuggling in Indonesia, the people smugglers rely 
on occasional or even frequent collaboration with Indonesian state authorities. 
This paper seeks to elaborate on the different conditions ‘irregular migrants’ face 
while in transit in Indonesia. Special attention is directed at the criminal 
collaboration between human smugglers and members of the Indonesian state 
authorities. 
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PANEL 5 
 

Reassessing The Role of ‘Communities’ in Protracted 

Displacement: An Observation from the Thai-Myanmar 

Borderland 
 

Akiko Okudaira 

The Australian National University, Australia 

 

 
The Thai-Myanmar borderland accommodates one of the largest protracted 
refugee situations in Asia, wherein at least 140,000 documented population from 
Myanmar have been residing in nine official camps established along the Thai 
side of the border for over two decades. This paper sheds light upon the recent 
large-scale multilateral resettlement programme implemented in these camps, 
which has generated an opportunity to reassess the significance of what they call 
‘communities’ in the lives of refugees. Although Thailand has only expected to 
host them on a temporary ground, the refugee communities developed in course 
of the long-standing displacement have become something of a semi-permanent 
presence in this border region. Whilst resettlement has served as a vital tool of 
international protection for an increasing number of individuals, part of the camp 
population remain firmly hesitant to the idea of relocating to third countries. 
Based upon this observation, the paper discusses the implications behind 
refugees’ willingness to stay on in the borderland despite the ongoing challenges 
faced under prolonged encampment, arguing that their aspiration for continuous 
connections to ‘communities’ plays an integral role in sustaining the resilience 
amongst refugees during—and even after—the protracted displacement. 
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PANEL 6 – ROUNDTABLE 

 

DAMMING THE BORDERLANDS? 

COMPARING INDIA’S HYDRO-ELECTRIC PROGRAMME ALONG  

THE BRAHMAPUTRA WITH EXPERIENCES ALONG THE MEKONG 
 
Chairperson: Ben Hayes 

Statewatch, London, United Kingdom 
 
Speakers: Carl Middleton 

Chulalongkorn University, Thailand 
 

Pradip Phanjoubam 

Indian Institute of Advanced Study, Shimla, India 
 

Mmhonlumo Kikon 

Dice Foundation, Kohima, Nagaland, India 
 

Anjuman Ara Begum 

Gauhati University, Assam, India 
 

Oudom Ham 

Royal University of Phnom Penh, Cambodia 
 

 

Damming the Borderlands? Comparing India’s hydro-electric programme along 
the Brahmaputra with experiences along the Mekong. 
 
Upland Southeast Asia and adjacent parts of Northeast India have famously been 
described by Scott (2010) as the world’s “last enclosure”, a large congruent zone 
that has long been outside the reach of the respective states that claim 
sovereignty over its constituent parts. The mountainous region is home to some 
of the world’s largest river systems, ideal for the construction of hydroelectric 
dams. In recent decades, a vast number of hydroelectric dams have been built, 
and many more have been scheduled. These massive engineering projects have a 
huge political, social and environmental impact. States tend to legitimize projects 
such as these with reference to the need for development, but the construction 
of large dams seems to have mostly detrimental consequences for the people on 
whose land, and in whose immediate surroundings they are being constructed.  
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The ethnically diverse region of Northeast India (comprising the seven ‘sister 
states’ of Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland, Manipur 
and Tripura, as well as Sikkim) is home to a sizeable portion of India’s natural 
resources, including around one third of its freshwater, timber, uranium and oil. 
Connected to ‘mainland’ India by a narrow land corridor, India’s Northeast also 
shares international borders with Bhutan, Nepal, China, Burma and Bangladesh. 
Decades of festering violent separatist movements, brutal counter-insurgency 
and inter-ethnic conflicts have left the region underdeveloped and bitterly 
divided. The Government of India is supporting a massive hydroelectric power 
programme in the Northeast which, if implemented, would see dozens of ‘mega 
dams’ constructed across the region’s Brahmaputra river basin. Northeast India 
has been already identified as India’s ‘future powerhouse’ with Indian Central 
Electricity Authority projections (2001) identifying 168 hydropower projects for 
a total capacity of 63,328 MW. This has the twin aims of regional and national 
development, with the Northeast designated as India’s new green ‘engine room’. 
To this end, state governments have signed as many Memoranda of 
Understanding (MoU) with contractors wishing to develop HEP schemes in the 
Northeast for the construction of ‘mega dams’ (subject to the necessary planning 
and environmental clearances). However, despite widespread demand for access 
to both jobs and electricity in Northeast India, plans to dam the Brahmaputra 
have been highly controversial, with a growing anti-dam movement transcending 
long-standing ethnic divisions. This nascent community, however, faces the twin 
challenges of overt government repression and more subtle attempts to 
criminalise and destabilise the movement. The Government of India has in turn 
presented itself as between the metaphorical ‘rock and a hard place’, with 
soaring national demand for electricity on one side and new HEP schemes 
upstream of the Brahmaputra in Chinese Tibet on the other. The “dam or be 
dammed” mentality adopted by the government of India I has further 
ramifications for the communities of downstream North East India as well as of 
Bangladesh.   
 
In mainland Southeast Asia, major river systems include trans boundary rivers, 
such as the Mekong River and Salween River, and rivers largely within single 
nation states, such as the Irrawaddy River. These rivers, remarkable for their 
ecological diversity and productivity, are at present largely free flowing and 
central to the livelihoods, local economies and cultures of millions of people. 
Since the 1990s, hydropower dams and other large-scale water infrastructure 
have been high on each government’s development agenda, evoking 
considerable controversy for their environmental, social and cultural costs, 
together with weak governance institutions and rule of law. A cascade of dams 
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built on the Lancang (Upper Mekong) mainstream in China has already caused 
significant trans boundary impacts and tested cooperation with downstream 
countries. Since mid-2006, plans for eleven hydropower dams on the lower 
Mekong River mainstream have also challenged cooperation amongst the 
governments of Thailand, Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam, despite the existence of 
the inter-governmental Mekong River Commission. Other major proposed 
projects include a cascade of seven dams on the Salween River and seven dams 
on the Irrawaddy river, including the Myitsone Dam that was remarkably 
suspended in September 2011. Development in this region remains uneven, as 
the governments tend to negotiate according to a ‘national interest’ that does 
not represent the interests of all, especially those who are politically 
marginalized often including affected communities. This ‘national interest’ is 
further blurred by a transforming regional political economy; Many projects are 
proposed by private sector developers and financiers, and projects are selected 
through opaque decision-making processes. In response, cross-border alliances 
of local communities, civil society groups and wider social movements have 
emerged in the region seeking greater transparency, accountability and 
environmental and social justice. 
 
The roundtable will analyse the situation in Northeast India with regard to dams 
and development, ‘indigenous’ populations and social movements, and compare 
these experiences with those in other borderland regions along the Mekong.  
 
Guiding Questions : 
 

- How are the ‘states of exception’ that prevail in conflict zones and border 
areas linked to unpopular means of ‘development’?  

- Is there a link between marginalisation and dispossession in the Asian 
borderlands on the one hand and large-scale hydroelectric projects on the 
other?  

- What can the experience of other borderland regions teach us about the 
prospects for conflict resolution and sustainable development in Northeast 
India?  

- What role can multilateral organisations like the ADB, WB, Mekong River 
Commission etc. play in terms of progressive intervention or as models for 
dispute resolution in the Brahmaputra river basin? 
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Participants to the Roundtable: 
 

(Chair) Dr. Ben Hayes, Director of Statewatch, London. Author of ‘The Other 
Burma: Conflict, Counter-insurgency and Human Rights in Northeast India’ 
Amsterdam: Trans National Institute (fc 2012). Human rights and EU security 
policy expert specialised in EU Justice and Home Affairs law, police cooperation, 
border controls, surveillance technologies and counter-terrorism policies.  
 
Dr. Carl Middleton, Lecturer in environmental policy and politics at the MA 
programme in International Development Studies (MAIDS), Faculty of Political 
Science, Chulalongkorn University, Bangkok, Thailand. Former SE Asia Program 
Director of the NGO International Rivers.  
 
Pradip Phanjoubam MA, distinguished journalist from Manipur, associated with 
the Imphal Free Press. He has written extensively on the conflict and 
displacement in the Northeast, especially on issues relating to Manipur and 
Nagaland. Pradip Phanjoubam is currently research fellow at Indian Institute of 
Advanced Study, Shimla.  
 
Mon Kikon MA, director of the Kohima based Dice Foundation (Dialogues on 
Indigenous Culture and Environment), a NGO focusing on environmental issues 
such as oil-spills and endangered biodiversity due to megadam construction.  
 
Anjuman Ara Begum, LL.M, PhD scholar at the Department of Law, Gauhati 
University, Assam. She has researched and published on human rights and 
women’s rights in conflict situations, the right to information and budget 
analysis/monitoring in Northeast India. She is working with several human rights 
organizations and is also a member of Women in Governance Network, India 
(WinG). 
 
Ham Oudom MA, anthropologist, department of Sociology and Humanity, Royal 
University of Phnom Penh, Cambodia. Ham Oudom has conducted research on 
hydropower and community reconstruction in the borderlands of Vietnam and 
Cambodia. 
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PANEL 7 

 

IMAGINATIONS, POLITICS, IDENTITIES 
 

Chairperson: Martin Saxer 

Asia Research Institute, National University of Singapore 
 

 

“Too Little For Too Many?” A Critical Analysis of Identity Politics in 

the Chittagong Hill Tracts in Bangladesh 
 

Ellen Bal 

VU University Amsterdam, The Netherlands 
 

 
The border region of Bangladesh, India, and Burma has been the scene of 
numerous ethnic conflicts that have unsettled the whole region and caused a 
deep sense of insecurity among the local population. Most conflicts pivot on 
notions of autochthony to legitimize occupational rights and regional autonomy. 
 
This paper focuses on Southeast Bangladesh. Here, a vicious war raged from 
1975 to 1997 between indigenous insurgents and the state. The brutal war 
received little attention at the time. Yet since a decade, indigenous 
representatives have been highly successful in mobilizing (inter-)national 
attention to their sufferings. The (“land-grabbing”) Bengali settlers, increasingly 
present in the CHT, have played a critical role in the enduring conflicts. 
 
Day-to-day reality in Bangladesh shows recurring processes of dispossession and 
dislocation for the benefit of the state, rich landowners, large corporations, etc. 
These processes have not been limited to minorities, indeed more vulnerable, 
but also impacted millions of Bengalis. The “indigenous peoples’’ discourse is 
however underpinned by a dichotomous imagination of indigenous peoples as 
victims and Bengali settlers as perpetrators. This paper focuses on these non-
native others. A thorough understanding of their notions of self and their identity 
politics is essential in understanding the enduring local conflicts. 
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PANEL 7 
 

Tracing Indo-(Exile) Tibetan Borders:  

Exile Settlements and Displaced Sovereignty 
 

Fiona McConnell  

University of Cambridge, UK 
 

 
This paper examines the nature of Indo-Tibetan border ‘construction’ and 
management in unexpected places: in the jungles of Karnataka, the Himalayan 
foothills of Uttarakhand and the banks of the Yamuna in Delhi. Based on 
ethnographic research in exile Tibetan settlements across India, I explore the 
territorial, legal and symbolic borders of these spaces. Engaging with debates 
around borders as social processes and relations, I argue that these borders 
between an exile population and its host community offer valuable insights into 
identity construction and the nature of statecraft. Firstly, I will examine the 
extent to which the bounded nature of these settlements shape the construction 
of identity narratives, as not only are the homogenously Tibetan settlements 
central to the exile administration’s nation-building project, but their fit with a 
liberal ‘non-assimilative’ framework is also framed as promoting Indian interests. 
Secondly, I will demonstrate how everyday acts of boundary enforcement are 
particularly revealing of statecraft practices. This includes the policing of 
commercial activity within the settlements, the delineating of land boundaries 
and the issuing of residency and travel permits. Finally, broader questions around 
the extent to which settlement boundaries delimit a sovereign space will be 
asked and the idea of displaced sovereignty posited. 
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PANEL 7 
 

Cinema, Literature and the Issue of Belonging:  

Travelling across Multiple ‘Imagined Communities’  

in South-West China and North-East India 
 

Mara Matta 

Sapienza University of Rome, Italy 

 

 
Along the Southwestern borders of China and the Northeastern borders of India, 
in the areas inhabited by the majority of China’s ethnic minorities (shaoshu 
minzu) and India’s indigenous people (or adivasis), the sense of belonging to the 
nation-state is constantly questioned by the play of multiple, hybrid 
imaginations, which contribute to create, or renew, alliances among people 
sharing cultural, linguistic and ethnic spaces. Imaginary paths and transnational 
borderlands are devised and constructed by the play of imagination, a “social 
practice” that Appadurai defines as “the key component of the new global 
order.”  
 
This paper aims at looking at the ways communities living along the borderlands 
of South-West China and North-East India try to escape the homogenizing 
process of nationalism and the “barbarism” which prevents “a fruitful 
communication between different cultures” (Tagore). Films and stories from 
these regions, on both side of the border, challenge the perspective of the 
centre-periphery dichotomy, presenting a far more nuanced and complex reality 
of multiple centres, multiple peripheries, shifting borders and, ultimately, 
multiple ‘imagined communities’. 
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PANEL 7 
 

Living in the Foothills of Meghalaya:  

Garo Trajectories between Nation-states 
 

Timour Claquin  
Université Lumière Lyon 2, France 

 

 
At the fringes of two nation-states, the Indo-Bangladeshi borderland 
corresponding to the foothills and lowlands of the Garo Hills region (Meghalaya, 
India) represents a space of mobile (id)entities. 
 
The topographical configuration of the foothills, acting like a buffer zone, has 
offered complex interactions between hill and lowland societies throughout 
different stages of history. In postcolonial times the international border of 1947 
symbolizes a clear-cut distinction between two nation-states, and reinforces the 
articulations of cultural (id)entities through rooting processes in each nation-
state that have (re)shaped local images. 
 
This paper examines various trajectories among cross-border cultural (id)entities, 
with a special reference to the Garo community. By focusing on spatial 
(im)mobility in zones of (dis)junction such as some particular portions of the 
Indo-Bangladeshi borderland; we intend to explore territorial projections, 
fragmentary perceptions, and categorizations in borderland narratives. Based on 
recent field research we will discuss historical, economical, ecological and 
political (dis)connectivities of social actors within and beyond nation-states. 
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PANEL 8 – ROUNDTABLE 

 

FRACTURED COMMUNITIES ACROSS THE CORRIDORS:  

STATE, IDENTITY AND CULTURAL DISCOURSE IN ASIAN 

BORDERLANDS 
 

Chairperson: Sarit K. Chaudhuri  

Rajiv Gandhi University, Itanagar, India 
 
Speakers: Deepak K. Singh 

Panjab University, Chandigarh, India 
 

Philippe Ramirez 

Centre for Himalayan Studies,  
National Center for Scientific Research (CNRS), France 

 
Sanat K. Chakraborty 

Journalist, Shillong, Meghalaya, India 

 

François Robinne 

Research Institute on Contemporary Southeast Asia (IRASEC), 
France 

 
Bérénice Guyot-Réchard 

University of Cambridge, UK 
 

 
Drawing or redrawing of the political boundaries of nation state had often lead to 
emergence of fractured communities across the corridors of Asian borderlands. 
As a result, communities had to live their life in the redefined physical territories 
and had to negotiate with the respective states for their livelihood. Moreover, 
they had to face constraints of marginality and compulsion of identity discourse. 
For example, Lisus are found in Arunachal, China and even Thailand, Garos are 
located both Bangladesh and India, Singphos are also found in Arunachal and 
Mayanmar, Chakmas are found in Bangladesh and India, Mishmis are believed to 
be found in China and Dibang valley of Arunachal Pradesh. In addition, many 
more such cases can even be located within a single nation state across the 
corridors of Asian borderlands. This panel seeks to understand certain 
fundamental issues, such as, how these fractured communities reconstructed 
their cultural identities in relation to respective nation states and what about the 
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nature of constraints they are facing for sustenance. What Policy state(s) 
adopted to deal with such largely marginal communities having poor numerical 
strength? How such communities themselves are perceiving their actual or 
imagined linkages (may be through oral tradition) across the corridors? Did they 
developed distinctive cultural as well as language specificities in response to their 
present habitat or are they continue to share, covertly or overtly, a broader 
cultural construct? Perhaps a discourse on such intricate issues may lead us to a 
new understanding towards fractured communities who are also passing through 
a phase of transition in respect to the emerging wider politics of nation states 
across the Asian borderlands. 
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PANEL 9 

 

AGENCY ON THE MARGINS: BORDERLAND LIVES IN GUIZHOU, 

GUANGXI, YUNNAN, AND VIETNAM (PART 1) 
 

Chairperson: Jean MICHAUD 

  Université Laval, Quebéc, Canada    
 

 
This interdisciplinary and cross-border panel explores the intersections and 
relationships where Guizhou, Vietnam, Yunnan, and Nagaland meet. Of particular 
relevance are the creative ways in which marginal people on the frontier have 
fashioned and maintained culturally relevant livelihoods in the face of political, 
economic, and cultural influences from the imperial, colonial, socialist and post-
socialist state. With grounded theory supported by careful field research, the 
anthropologists, geographers, and historians on this panel address continuities 
and ruptures in the region's livelihood patterns. They show that supposedly 
“marginal” or “poor” peoples are seldom passive victims of modernist schemes, 
but instead use their agency to negotiate, indigenize, or even resist change. 
When confronted with projects that might further marginalize them, peoples on 
these borderlands respond with ingenuity and adaptability. In some cases, local 
residents transform state-centered development schemes into opportunities for 
self-enrichment. In others, they synthesize traditional practices into critiques of 
state policy. Elsewhere, local residents appear to hold to tradition in order to 
keep their modes of existence separate from the larger socioeconomic sphere. In 
all cases, from the 18th C. to today, panelists find that efforts to maintain local 
lives are inextricably intertwined with the persistence of distinct identities.  
 
 

Part 2 of Agency on the Margins: Borderland Lives in Guizhou, Guangxi, Yunnan, 

and Vietnam — see page 62. 
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PANEL 9 
 

“Where Sorcerers Hide and Swindle the Unwitting”:  

Trans-Provincial Community Networks in the Qing Southwest 
 

Jodi L. Weinstein 

The College of New Jersey, USA 

 

 
In 1743, provincial officials in southwestern China were alarmed by a wave of 
suspicious incidents along Guizhou’s border with Yunnan and Guangxi. Young 
men from Nong and Zhongjia (corresponding to today’s Zhuang and Bouyei 
ethnic groups) villages wandered from place to place in search of silver and 
promises of eternal health and good luck. Many of these drifters carried paper 
charms or woodcuts engraved with slogans prophesying the collapse of the Qing 
Dynasty and the rise of a New King in northwestern Guangxi. After allaying initial 
fears of rebellion, government officials dismissed these activities as misguided 
schemes arising from the region’s poverty and ignorance. A closer probe of Qing 
archival materials and modern ethnographic studies reveals that, far from being 
unsophisticated vagabonds, these individuals belonged to mobile communities 
linked by master-disciple relationships within the indigenous Mojiao religion. 
United by mutually intelligible dialects, shared socioeconomic concerns, and a 
common body of magico-religious practices, these communities functioned as 
semi-autonomous spheres within the Qing polity. 
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PANEL 9 
 

Living Nature at the Margins:  

Translocal Ethnicity and Environment of the Buyi 
 

Yu Luo 

Yale University, USA 

 

 
Since the designation of the South China Karst as a World Natural Heritage in 
2007, the region's rugged landscapes and delicate ecologies have received much 
policy and academic attention. Transnational conservationists expect local ethnic 
peoples to act as stewards of this rich yet fragile ecosystem. Meanwhile, state-
led and market-driven schemes in post-reform China aim to bring those "at the 
margins" into modernity. This paper examines how the Buyi (Bouyei) ethnic 
communities in Guizhou negotiate various discourses and institutional efforts 
that seek to preserve or improve local habitats and welfare. Often thought as a 
waterside Tai-Kadai group cultivating rice paddies, the Buyi are stereotyped as 
politically and economically marginalized, yet somehow more Sinicized than 
others in the region. In reality, living across hills and valleys, the Buyi have 
developed kinship, trading and migration networks along with diversified 
agricultural and ritual practices. This paper focuses on these livelihood strategies, 
in a time when Guizhou's karstified areas are targeted as meaningful localities for 
transformation. By exploring the liminal, in-between identities and places that 
open up productive space for local ethnic communities, this paper intends to 
reposition the resourcefulness of the "weaponless weak," who engage powerful 
national and global interventions on their own terms. 
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PANEL 9 
 

Upland Spirits, Branding, and the Politics of Place in the 

Borderlands of Northern Vietnam 
 

Christine Bonnin 

Max Plank Institute for Social Anthropology, Germany 

 

 
In Vietnam, artisanal liquors have long been important to many groups for social, 
ritual, and livelihood reasons, including Hmong and Yao ethnic minorities. Since 
the end of the 1990s, in the northern border upland province of Lào Cai, the rice 
and maize-based spirits produced by Hmong and Yao households have also 
attracted growing interest by non-local stakeholders and consumers. In this 
paper, I focus on the traffic in these ‘traditional upland products’ to demonstrate 
how they have become entangled in wider webs of social relations and 
meanings. Reflecting these products’ growing commercial value, I examine the 
role of ‘alcohol producing villages’- ethnic minority localities that have adopted a 
reputation throughout the lowlands for the specialised production of upland 
alcohols. This allows me to reveal how the development of wider commercial 
markets for these goods beyond the borderlands is creating new opportunities 
for some, but also spaces of contestation or subversion, leading to negotiations 
and creative improvisation. In particular, I highlight the role of the Vietnam state 
in the geographical entanglement of upland commodities as ‘brand architect’, 
and in the creation of value-added and reducing places. 
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PANEL 10 

 

LANDSCAPE, MILITARY, AND DIPLOMACY IN ASIAN BORDERLANDS 
 
Chairperson: Dolly Kikon 

Stanford University, USA 
    
Discussant: Sanjay Barbora 

Tata Institute of Social Sciences, India 
 

 
In the 1940s, the eastern Himalayan region was witness to an unprecedented 
traffic in material, people and ideas. The catalyst for this sudden upsurge was 
World War II and the expansion of Imperial Japanese control over territories 
claimed by European colonisers. The story about combatants in the war has been 
part of military folklore and relatively narrated well, but these representations 
only skim the surface of experiences of war. They leave out the memories and 
experiences of those who belong(ed) to the place where battles were being 
fought. It is this gap in writing and understanding of emic issues related to the 
theatre of war that has resulted in an academic and media lacunae in 
understanding collective memory and identity formation among the smaller 
nationalities in this region. 
 
This panel tries to explore the experiences of people who belong(ed) to this place 
and also to see how communities are connected by co-experience of conflicts 
which continued in ebbs and flows in the region even after the WWII and 
independence of India, and somehow created academic silence on the history of 
the region. 
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PANEL 10 
 

"Landscape as Political Project?": The Conservational Paradigm in 

the DPRK, Developing Connections and Diffusing Borders,the 

Korean Peninsula and the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ), Peace Park 
 

Robert Winstanley-Chesters 

University of Leeds, UK 
 

 

Practical environmental management policy and strategy relating to it has always 
been an important part of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea’s (DPRK) 
approach to what it would describe as a “revolutionary” approach to 
industrial/economic development. Historically environmental management in the 
DPRK has focused on schemes designed to promote productive increase or 
technological capacity building and projects such as the “West Sea Barrage” have 
been demonstrative of this. However in recent years it has been possible to 
determine a change in policies relating to the management of the environment in 
the DPRK. The DPRK has begun to respond to themes developing within the 
thinking of governments and theoreticians from the wider world, informed by 
the environmental or “green” movement, such as “conservation” and 
“preservation”. Ideological borders are being broken or reformed within the 
DPRK’s environmental strategy and this paper seeks to investigate the extent and 
nature of this ideological transfer, particularly in the context of the DMZ Peace 
Park proposal and to analyse how such ideological transfer might contribute to 
both conceptual reimagining and practical redrawing of the borderlands between 
the DPRK and the ROK. 
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PANEL 10 
 

Memories on Japanese Soldiers:  

Narratives on World War II in Naga Villages 
 
Makiko Kimura 

Meiji Gakuin University, Japan 
 

 
Southern part of erstwhile Naga Hills (Nagaland) was affected severely by the 
battle between the Japanese Army and the British Army during the World War II. 
Not only the fight between the two armies, but requisition of foods and forced 
labour gave damages to the villages where the Japanese soldiers marched, 
fought and stationed. In such villages, the memories of the soldiers are still 
shared among the villagers. Contrary to the damages made by the them, the 
narratives on the Japanese soldiers are not always hostile to them. In fact, many 
Naga elders narrate that they wanted to help the Japanese soldiers. 
 
In this paper, based on the interview, the memories on the Japanese soldiers in 
Naga villages will be analyzed. Some people emphasize the damage done by the 
soldiers, such as looting and killing of villagers, whereas others narrate that they 
helped the Japanese soldiers in the beginning, but due to the British orders, they 
could not. Especially, this paper focuses on one particular story in Meriema 
village and analyze what such memories signifies and what the people expect 
from sharing their experiences to Japanese. 
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PANEL 11 

 

AGENCY ON THE MARGINS: BORDERLAND LIVES IN  

GUIZHOU, GUANGXI, YUNNAN, AND VIETNAM (PART 2) 
 

Chairperson: Jean Michaud 

  Université Laval, Quebéc, Canada 
 

 
This interdisciplinary and cross-border panel explores the intersections and 
relationships where Guizhou, Vietnam, Yunnan, and Nagaland meet. Of particular 
relevance are the creative ways in which marginal people on the frontier have 
fashioned and maintained culturally relevant livelihoods in the face of political, 
economic, and cultural influences from the imperial, colonial, socialist and post-
socialist state. With grounded theory supported by careful field research, the 
anthropologists, geographers, and historians on this panel address continuities 
and ruptures in the region's livelihood patterns. They show that supposedly 
“marginal” or “poor” peoples are seldom passive victims of modernist schemes, 
but instead use their agency to negotiate, indigenize, or even resist change. 
When confronted with projects that might further marginalize them, peoples on 
these borderlands respond with ingenuity and adaptability. In some cases, local 
residents transform state-centered development schemes into opportunities for 
self-enrichment. In others, they synthesize traditional practices into critiques of 
state policy. Elsewhere, local residents appear to hold to tradition in order to 
keep their modes of existence separate from the larger socioeconomic sphere. In 
all cases, from the 18th C. to today, panelists find that efforts to maintain local 
lives are inextricably intertwined with the persistence of distinct identities.  
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Everyday Politics and Agency Confronts ‘Food Security’ in  

Upland Northern Vietnam 
 

Sarah Turner 

McGill University, Canada 
 

 
In the northern borderlands of Vietnam dramatic steps are underway to 
(re)organise agricultural production, in what we controversially propose is one 
means for the state to expand its gaze over the Vietnamese uplands. An 
important element of this state sponsored agricultural reorganisation is the 
introduction, subsidization and promotion of hybrid rice and maize seeds. These 
seeds are selectively bred for particular seed traits producing heterosis or hybrid 
vigour and lose their capacity with successive replanting. Hybrid crops require 
yearly cash investments and the ability to access state subsidized inputs (seeds, 
fertilisers, pesticides). This agricultural organisation is far removed from earlier 
upland ethnic minority livelihood strategies based upon semi-subsistence 
production of traditional rice and maize crops, and requires a far greater reliance 
on the cash economy than ever before. Bringing together an actor-oriented 
livelihoods approach and concepts from everyday politics and resistance, we 
examine the relations now at play as ethnic minorities, namely Hmong and Yao 
individuals and households in Lào Cai province, react to the introduction of these 
hybrid seeds, negotiate with state actors over their use, and contest and subtly 
resist the wholesale adoption of these ‘food security’ programmes. Our findings 
to date reveal that such government sponsored agricultural programmes have 
resulted in new food insecurities and livelihood vulnerabilities overlaying more 
established concerns. We demonstrate how ethnic minority individuals and 
households are negotiating, accommodating, and also contesting the state's 
initiatives using creative and innovative everyday politics and livelihood 
strategies. 
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PANEL 11 
 

Hmong Infrapolitics 
 
Jean Michaud 

Université Laval, Quebéc, Canada 
 

 
Drawing upon notions of indigenization of modernity, agency and resistance in 
the context of an egalitarian society, the Hmong in northern Vietnam –known in 
China as the Miao – I explore whether agency that is directed at diverting 
modernization is automatically intentional and patent, whether under certain 
circumstances it becomes resistance, and whether it is necessarily a project. 
Using both data from recent fieldwork and historical documents, I suggest the 
Hmong in the Vietnamese province of Lao Cai, adjacent to Yunnan, the 
borderland where this research is based, use infrapolitics and are tactically 
selective about modernity. I note that agency and the power to act appear and 
evolve in context and must be studied in relation to the specific circumstances 
that have formed the acting subjects. My argument relates to Marshall Sahlins’ 
proposition that ‘Local societies everywhere have attempted to organise the 
irresistible forces of Western World system by something even more inclusive – 
their own system of the world, their own culture.’ 
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PANEL 11 
 

No Country for Old Cows 
 
John D. Kelly 

University of Chicago, USA 
 

 
“Wherever there is a village there one will find the altar,” Chingang writes of 
Konyak Naga history (2008). Sacrifices of animals began the life of a new Konyak 
village, by beginning to repay the god sponsoring the venture.Edmund Leach 
made clear that among the Kachin in mid-twentieth century, nats received 
sacrifices of all meat eaten; the famous Kachin politics of gumsa hierarchy versus 
gumlao equality articulated in practice as different kinds of large animal sacrifice 
to different nats with different debt and repayment rules. Leach’s gumsa “thigh 
eating” chiefs gained their centrality and power by requiring major sacrifices 
direct to their nat via their altar. Studies of the Asian Highlands or Borderlands 
have been invigorated by “shatter zone” and anarchist theories suggesting the 
significance of relations with large external lowland polities. But to continue the 
project of reconsidering these highlands their own social-cultural-political region, 
and to advance our understanding of agency in response to new threats and 
livelihood opportunities, let us pursue the ways and means and track the 
complex history of this innovative, travelling ritual grammar for community-
building political recognition. Bendangangshi (2008) describes classic Ao Naga 
politics as a system of “redemption of meat or meat-share”, with every office in 
competing “monarchical” and “republican” systems described in terms of meat 
owed at sacrifice; “In short, meat is given to get back meat”, though taxes and 
tribute also entails, once power is established, rice paddy travelling upwards to 
the wielders of right. Chingang describes the end of the classic Konyak annual 
sacrifice ritual with rice portions distributed to all: “the leader calls out . . .’have 
your share and satisfy yourself’. The rest of the people too follow the same 
utterance after him”. Both historically, and at present, this system of sacrifice 
pursued no ecological equilibrium, but rather accelerated political possibilities 
and festive violence, as any clear-eyed reflection on the extinct and endangered 
species of large animals in the highlands will suggest. Even the ritual-political 
operations of the empires built within the Highlands, by the Ahoms in greater 
Assam and by the Tibetans, become clearer when we attend to the vicissitudes of 
ritual recognitions and control of meat-producing sacrifices. And clearly the avid 
pursuit of sacrifice of cows, imported for the purpose, a ‘bovine mystique’ but a 
very different one than that tracked in Nilotic Africa, remains an important 
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connection between livelihood, social-political recognition, and quest for 
autonomous viability at many contemporary, and all too often beleaguered 
highland sites.  
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PANEL 12 

 

AGRARIAN EXPANSION AND TERRITORIAL POLITICS IN THE 

BORDERLANDS OF SOUTHEAST ASIA 
 
Chairpersons:  Michael Eilenberg 

Aarhus University, Denmark 
 

Kevin Woods 

University of California-Berkeley, USA 
 
Discussant:  Jonathan Padwe 

University of Hawai’i, USA 
 

 

Southeast Asia’s borderlands have become reimagined as resource-rich “empty 
wastelands” ripe for resource extraction and development. The revaluation of 
these geographically-peripheral places as central to state and private resource 
extraction networks have fundamentally altered the landscape and local 
livelihoods. Less well understood, however, is how the scramble for borderland 
resources sparks renewed territorial politics through engagements among the 
state, private entrepreneurs, and rural villagers. This panel investigates the 
politics of territorial interventions by the recent industrial agricultural boom in 
Southeast Asia’s borderlands. Through a series of cases we bring together 
examples from different regions of Southeast Asia that together seek to better 
understand the broader role and implications of agrarian expansion in these 
borderland spaces on presenting novel forms of state governance backed by 
private transnational capital. We seek to give life to the histories of these places 
that have been caught between nation-states, the uplands and lowlands, as well 
as state administration and indigenous autonomy. Enclosures from large-scale 
agricultural estates unearth contested ethnic political histories that both invite 
and challenge these most recent forms of accumulation. These public-private 
land development schemes carry serious political implications as potential state-
building operations in fragmented indigenous territories.  
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PANEL 12 
 

From Security Buffer Zone to Agricultural Corridor:  

Agrarian Expansion and Sovereign Politics in the Indonesian 

Borderlands 
 
Michael Eilenberg  
Aarhus University, Denmark 

 

 

Throughout history the Indonesian state has struggled to assert control over its 
borders and accompanying natural resources, using the arguments of national 
security and promotion of development to the ‘estranged and backward’ frontier 
inhabitants. As part of this pragmatic strategy in frontier colonization and 
resource extraction successive Indonesian governments have since the late 1960s 
allocated large-scale timber and plantation concessions along the resource-rich 
border on the island of Borneo to military entrepreneurs and private companies. 
Long stretches of Indonesian-Malaysian border are still widely forested and 
contain large patches of land classified in government policy narratives as 
‘sleeping’, ‘waste’ or ‘idle,’ while the sparse population is classified as 
‘uncivilized.’ This paper highlight the multiple meanings and imaginaries 
associated with regions where resource frontiers and national borders interlock. 
Particularly, how frontiers as zones of transition are created and transformed 
through state policies and local/global mediations. The paper examines the 
frontier constellation that combines resource extraction and sovereign politics, 
which is found repeated along other resource-rich Southeast Asian borderlands. 
It is argued that scrutinizing this specific frontier constellation could create new 
insight into how contemporary processes of agricultural expansion in Southeast 
Asia often is justified through discourses of sovereignty and security. 
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PANEL 12 
 

Agricultural Concessions as Military-private Territorial 

Interventions: A Case from the Sino-Myanmar Borderlands 
 

Kevin Woods 

University of California-Berkeley, USA 

 

 
Recent agrarian expansion in Southeast Asia along the Yunnan border presents a 
new struggle over access to land and resources. China’s opium substitution 
program provides state-backed funding to Chinese investors to cultivate licit 
crops in northern Laos and Myanmar. Chinese agro-investors rely upon local 
business partners, non-state authority, and officials on both sides of the border 
to obtain agricultural concessions, protect their investment, and receive 
subsidies and import quotas. These new cross-border economic exchanges 
therefore necessarily operate through local political histories, patronages, and 
power. My case study examines Chinese rubber concessions in northern 
Myanmar financed by China’s opium substitution program, which is meant to aid 
China’s legal economy to subsume the area’s narco-economy, provide new 
business opportunities to Chinese investors, and increase agricultural imports. 
Despite the rhetoric, I present evidence of how Chinese concessions, as spatial 
interventions in politically-contested territories, unintentionally facilitate 
contentious Burmese military and state building, as well as reinvigorate local 
politico-business elite networks that are implicated in narco-trafficking. A more 
locally-nuanced border development model that centers on peace-building is 
needed rather than China’s current economistic approach that has only served to 
escalate drug smuggling, conflict, and violence. 
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PANEL 12 
 

Filling in the Marginal Lands: Population Deconcentration  

towards the Borderlands of Southeast Asia, 1960s-2000s 
 
Rodolphe De Koninck  
Université de Montréal, Canada 
 
Pham Thanh Hai 

Université de Montréal, Canada 
 

 
During and shortly after the colonial period, in their writings on Southeast Asia 
several geographers and social scientists – including Dumont (1935), Gourou 
(1936 and 1953), Robequain (1946 and 1958), Dobby (1960), Geertz (1963), and 
Spencer (1966) – emphasized the disequilibrium in population distribution 
throughout most of the region, pointing out the high densities in several lowland 
areas and the generally low densities in marginal uplands. Most suggested that 
this represented a serious problem to “development programmes”, several 
adding that the best solution laid in the redistribution of so-called surplus 
population from the lowlands towards borderlands, this strategy also serving to 
better integrate these areas and the minority peoples inhabiting most of them. 
According to nearly all of these authors, this “internal colonization of empty 
spaces” (Robequain) could be achieved chiefly through agricultural expansion. 
Since the end of the colonial era, nearly all countries in the region have actually 
implemented such policies of population redistribution, the Philippines and 
Indonesia having begun much earlier. Our study measures to what extent these 
have resulted in actual population deconcentration. Based on population 
statistics for ~1960, ~1985 and ~2005, we show that significant population 
deconcentration has occurred in all countries except Laos. 
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Remaking the National Border in Cross-border Resource 

Development: Nu-Salween River Development at the  

Thai-Burma Border 
 
Vanessa Lamb 

York University, USA 

 

 

Dam development in the borderlands is connected to agrarian expansion; it aims 
to re-organize and re-orientate agrarian livelihoods. In many cases in Southeast 
Asia, this reorganization has set the stage for other large-scale developments and 
re-organization of resources (of land, water and labor) and indeed, is part of 
establishing new authorities of governance. In the context of cross-border 
development at the Nu-Salween River where it comprises the Thai-Burma 
border, I discuss how an increasing number of non-state actors, including local 
villagers in Thailand, are investing in maintaining and reinforcing the political 
border. This, in turn, is related to how new territories and sovereignties are 
produced. I identify how notions of the border in this context tend to naturalize 
and fix the political border which can have problematic material implications, 
particularly in terms of how both the river as a cross-border resource becomes 
defined as national territory and how nationalist discourses of the border 
reinscribe who “migrants” or “refugees” are. Overall, I emphasize how 
understanding borders as performance or “done through work” (Rumford 2008) 
is important in the context of increasing cross-border development of natural 
resources in the region and for understanding how borders can be imagined or 
done differently. 
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PANEL 13 

 

ENEMIES, FRIENDS, LOVERS: BORDERLAND CONNECTIONS  

(PART 1) 
 
Chairperson & 

Discussant:  Duncan McDuie-Ra 

University of New South Wales, Sydney, Australia 
 

 
This interdisciplinary panel examines the importance of kin categories such as 
enemies, friends, and lovers, in the construction of political and social identity in 
borderlands. We use these categories to highlight a particular form of citizenship 
discourse and practice that prevails in Asian borderlands. Transformation of 
borderlands through conflict, fences, and infrastructure development bear upon 
the fractured character of citizenship. Under such circumstances alliances, 
networks and friendships are always subject to suspicion and enquiry by the 
constituent states in these regions. This panel explores how these relations 
sustain social networks and relations among borderland communities. We 
present the ways genealogical and affective relations such as lovers, friends and 
enemies are constructed in the interplay of the political and economic 
transformations of the borderlands. We interpret these connections broadly and 
take the opportunity to engage with the stated aim of the conference for ‘a more 
nuanced picture of the intersections and relationships across Asian borderlands’. 
The common element we wish to emphasize is connections, especially the 
connections that challenge conventional approaches to the study of borderlands 
and border peoples. We have a collection of six papers divided into two linked 
panels (‘a’ and ‘b’) with a discussant in each. All six papers focus on the 
Burma/India/China borderlands. 
 
 
Part 2 of Enemies, Friends, Lovers: Borderland Connections — see page 80. 
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Rising of Gentry Power on the China-Burma Frontier since the 

1870s: The Case of the Peng Family in Mianning, Southwest 

Yunnan 
 
Jianxiong Ma 

The Hong Kong University of Science and Technology, Hong Kong 
 

 
From the 1870s to the 1940s, a social movement among the newly settled 
immigrants on the frontier between China’s Yunnan province and Burma had 
become significant, through which the construction of Han identity had also been 
extended toward Burma along transportation routes. This movement was rooted 
in the organization of lineages among resettled migrants from Chinese inland 
provinces. Since the colonization of north Burma in 1885, new economic 
opportunities attracted more Chinese businessmen to build their networks along 
the transportation routes between Burmese cities and commercial centers in 
Yunnan, which also changed the social landscape of this frontier. The 
construction of lineages as a Han system not only overlapped with trade 
networks, but also provided enough economic and political resources to build a 
Han identity, in competition with other types of identity-polity systems, such as 
the Dai, the Lahu and the Wa between the Mekong River and the Salween River. 
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Friendship and Labour in Contentious Places  
 
Dolly Kikon 

Stanford University, USA 
 

 
This paper examines how notions of friendship sustain social networks and 
labour relations between traders, cultivators, labourers, and kinship groups in 
the foothills of Northeast India. Based on fieldwork along the contentious Assam 
and Nagaland border, I discuss how associations of friendships along the foothills 
can be understood through two important practices: (a) labour relations; (b) 
resource extraction. I present an ethnographic narrative of a festive labour 
service called howri where ethnic groups around the foothills render free labour 
services as a gesture of friendship. Yet, friendships are often described as ‘tricky’ 
or ‘seasonal’ because their meanings are continuously shifting. Alliances, 
networks and the nature of friendship are alway subject to suspicion by state 
authorities and elements within the friendship circles alike. At the same time, 
narratives about loyalty and friendship help reify social and political memories 
among different communities. I highlight how people in the foothills use the 
language of friendship to navigate different kinds of power relations such as state 
departments, village councils, insurgents, and cultural associations. Second, I will 
analyze how administrative categories of the hills and plains states and property 
regimes established in these areas significantly influence the nature of friendship 
and labour. 
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My Brother the Other 
 
Bianca Son Suantak 

School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS), UK 
 

 
Before the Pacification of Burma proper and the taking of India, the Zo Highlands 
were the last frontier for British colonizers. After successful annexation the 
British began delineating borders through the Zo Highlands. These borders would 
change the future and also perceptions of the past. Before the arrival of the 
British, borders were non-existent and highlanders moved freely among the hills. 
By the time of Independence in 1948 Zo Highlanders had been separated by the 
colonial border for nearly 60 years impacting their perceptions of kin and enemy. 
The Zo in the Chin Hills would eventually move into a different political direction 
from the Zo on the India side and today the Zo of the Chin Hills in Burma refuse 
to accept that they were ever tied to the Zo in India. This paper investigates the 
transformation of the Zo from one people to a house divided. It traces the path 
of the Zo Highlanders to separation and although the Zo may not have 
experienced very strong feelings of kinship before the colonial border, they 
would eventually become staunch enemies because of the border. 
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PANEL 14 

 

NEVERLANDS OF BECOMING:   

FORTUNE, ENTERPRISE, AND REFUGE IN THE FRONTIERS 
 
Chairperson & 

Discussant: Johan Lindquist 

Asia Research Institute 
National University of Singapore, Singapore 

 

 
J. M. Barrie's classic tale of Neverland describes the adventures of those who set 
out to pursue dreams of freedom, youth and prosperity “beyond the Mainland”. 
Its characters include an anarchist hero, fiery fairies, lost boys who “fell out of 
prams” in mother nation-state’s heartland, and fortune seeking pirates. All strive 
to become what they are not. 
 
This is, of course, a paradox. Neverland is not a place of becoming. It is described 
as a place of being, a place where time freezes and nobody grows up. Becoming, 
thus, is the perspective of outsiders, and this is precisely how we use the 
Neverland theme – as a means to examine the neverlandish but very real quests 
of those who settle in the borderlands in order to become, and of those who 
have left but still belong and long. Neverland is where dreams of becoming 
someone else come alive. 
 
We employ the paradox of Neverlands to weave together the tales of three very 
different groups of people: Han Chinese migrated to the Sino-Vietnamese border 
to become frontier entrepreneurs, Chinese Indonesian who settled in Yunnan to 
become better revolutionaries, and cosmopolitan traders in northern Nepal who 
left their native village yet still belong to the place their fortunes originated. 
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PANEL 14 
 

Middle of Nowhere:  

A Returnee's Farmland (huaqiao nongchang) in 1962 
 

Liang Yongjia 

Asia Research Institute, National University of Singapore, Singapore 
 

 
Ethnic Chinese escaping the Indonesian riots and killings of the 1960s sought 
refuge in the motherland. However, instead of returning home to their ancestral 
places on China's southeast coast, they were relocated to the ethnically diverse 
southwest frontier. The new communist authorities organised them into 
“returnee farms” (huaqiao nongchang); they were resettled in a piece of barren 
land, literally in the middle of nowhere, devoid of social relations apart from the 
ties to the state. They arrived in 1962, a time of severe famine, and they 
struggled to become what they were expected to be –loyal state-farm workers, 
communist revolutionaries, the ethnic majority. As recipients of aid from abroad, 
they also became the generators of foreign currency for the state. Their plight 
demonstrates a number of paradoxes about the PRC and its returnees in the 
1960s.  
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In and Out of Walung 
 
Martin Saxer 

Asia Research Institute, National University of Singapore, Singapore 
 

 
Walung is a Himalayan village in eastern Nepal close to the Tibetan border. It 
served as a trading hub on one of the most important trade routes in the eastern 
Himalayas. Walung used to be a wealthy place whose Tibetan-speaking elite 
managed to keep considerable autonomy vis-a-vis Nepal and Tibet. 
 
Based on a series of biographical interviews with members of the Walung 
community, my aim is to situate the Himalayan experience in the context of the 
global history of the 20th century. After the integration of Tibet into the PRC in 
the 1950s, a brief decade of prosperity began. It ended abruptly with the closure 
of the Tibetan border in the early 1960s and the arrival of the CIA-sponsored 
Tibetan Khampa guerrillas in the region. Most Walung trader families left. Yet, 
whether in or out of Walung, their lives remained entangled with the history of 
the place in one or another way. 
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Becoming Entrepreneurs at the China-Vietnam Borderland 
 

Zhang Juan 

Asia Research Institute, National University of Singapore, Singapore 
 

 
In the early 1990s, popular rags-to-riches stories in China’s borderlands became 
the new fairy tales for the “nobodies” in the mainland. No longer guaranteed a 
job or a future in the socialist “work units”, many turned their dreams toward the 
borderlands for the strangest adventures that many had not imagined before. I 
trace the transformative journeys of Han Chinese who came to Hekou, a small 
border town at the China-Vietnam frontier, and became traders and 
entrepreneurs. These traders who came to the border were not only in search of 
fortune and success, but were also in a hurry to shake off their old-selves of 
being a “nobody” in the homeland and to become the new self-enterprising 
subjects lauded by the Chinese state. Swayed by the enchanting tales of 
“opening”, of promised prosperity and the thrills of facing jeopardy, these 
children of reform became the “pirates” of their times. As pioneers and 
vanguards in the borderland marketplace, Hekou’s traders were able to turn 
themselves into praiseworthy subjects of the market economic order and 
“moral” citizens of the state; but in the meantime, they were also incapacitated 
by their “immorality” in defying state laws and by their very position at the 
margin. 
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PANEL 15 

 

ENEMIES, FRIENDS, LOVERS: BORDERLAND CONNECTIONS  

(PART 2) 
 
Chairperson: Duncan McDuie-Ra 

University of New South Wales, Australia 
 
Discussant: Dolly Kikon 

Stanford University, USA 
 

 
This interdisciplinary panel examines the importance of kin categories such as 
enemies, friends, and lovers, in the construction of political and social identity in 
borderlands. We use these categories to highlight a particular form of citizenship 
discourse and practice that prevails in Asian borderlands. Transformation of 
borderlands through conflict, fences, and infrastructure development bear upon 
the fractured character of citizenship. Under such circumstances alliances, 
networks and friendships are always subject to suspicion and enquiry by the 
constituent states in these regions. This panel explores how these relations 
sustain social networks and relations among borderland communities. We 
present the ways genealogical and affective relations such as lovers, friends and 
enemies are constructed in the interplay of the political and economic 
transformations of the borderlands. We interpret these connections broadly and 
take the opportunity to engage with the stated aim of the conference for ‘a more 
nuanced picture of the intersections and relationships across Asian borderlands’. 
The common element we wish to emphasize is connections, especially the 
connections that challenge conventional approaches to the study of borderlands 
and border peoples. We have a collection of six papers divided into two linked 
panels (‘a’ and ‘b’) with a discussant in each. All six papers focus on the 
Burma/India/China borderlands. 
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No Love in Nampong:  

An Ethnography of Frontier Towns in Northeast India 
 

Sanjay Barbora  

Tata Institute of Social Sciences, India 

 

 
Nampong, a small border town on the fabled Stilwell Road, is today a small 
border outpost inhabited by personnel of the Assam Rifles and a few local Nocte 
Naga households. In recent times, there has been a renewed interest in the 
historical importance of the town as a staging post for one of the most ambitious, 
but ultimately least remembered artifacts of World War II. Despite this interest, 
the town remains an elusive place for many, due to its sensitive location near the 
Burmese border. The Indian security establishment, claim that it is necessary to 
secure a regime of surveillance in the area, so as to be aware of the presence of 
Naga and Assamese rebels who use the area as a transit point.This paper will 
detail contemporary events around the town of Nampong that include attempts 
to draw upon its importance in memories of World War II; security 
considerations that relegate it to a particular realm of invisibility and also collate 
the lives of its myriad inhabitants, in an attempt to understand the political 
transformation of geography in the region. The paper will draw upon 
ethnographic fieldwork amongst Assam Rifles personnel, traders and Nocte 
inhabitants of the area. 
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City Love, Frontier Politics:  

Race and Relationships in the Migration Moment 
 
Duncan McDuie-Ra 

University of New South Wales, Australia 

 

 
Migration from India’s Northeast borderland to the capital city Delhi has 
increased rapidly in the last decade, especially for tribal communities. Armed 
conflict, changing aspirations, and changing notions of the mainstream India are 
pushing many tribals to leave the borderland, while the pull of work and 
education opportunities draws tribals to Delhi. Tribal men and women migrate 
together, usually without their families, and during their 20s. In this paper I focus 
on the politics of love among migrants from the borderlands. In the city love 
takes new forms transcending hardening ethnic boundaries back home. Yet the 
politics of home are never far away manifesting in tensions between tribal men 
and tribal women over their choices of partner, between tribal men and non-
tribal men over interference with ‘their’ women, and between tribal women and 
non-tribal women over the alleged ‘loose’ behavior of tribal women. I argue that 
examining love shows the ways in which borderland identities are refashioned as 
men and women move further from the frontier but also shows the ways in 
which the politics of home remain intrinsic to the ways these new expressions 
are articulated and contested. 
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PANEL 16 

 

BORDER COMMODITIES: RETHINKING COMMODITIES AND  

THE COMMODITY FORM AT ASIA'S MARGINS 
 
Chairperson: Jason Cons 

  Bucknell University, USA 
  
Discussant: Michael Eilenberg 

  Aarhus University, Denmark 
 

 

The observation that commodities flow, but flow differently, across borders has 
long been a central aspect of border studies. The way particular commodities 
move or are not moved, their method of transport, and their relationship with 
broader politics of border zones is, indeed, a central and critical aspect of the 
constitution of borders and borderlands. This panel revisits the problems of 
commodities and commodification at international borders to examine how the 
character of particular commodities are constitutive of borders and border 
politics. These investigation critically engage the ways that the commodity 
“form”—in both its material and conceptual nature—can serve as an optic for 
rethinking both theoretical and empirical interventions in understanding Asia’s 
borders. 
 
Panelists investigate a range of different kinds of commodities—fossil fuels, 
human bodies, goods, and agricultural products—as a means of showing how 
borders themselves are mutually constituted with the flows of commodities that 
they facilitate/regulate. By situating these commodities in the context of 
particular borders—the India/Bangladesh border, the Cambodia/Vietnam border, 
the India/Nepal border, and the India/Pakistan border—this panel will show how 
following these commodities opens new historical and contemporary questions 
about the complex relationships between movement and regulation. 
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Extending the Family: Subversive Kinship and Borderline Identities 

in South Asia 
 

Farhana Ibrahim  

Indian Institute of Technology Delhi, India 

 

 
This paper is based on ethnographic research from Kachchh district in western 
India, immediately on the border with Pakistan, where substantial numbers of 
Muslim women from the Bengal borderlands have married local men and live 
along border villages. Their movement is enabled through a network of agents 
and middlemen who are paid for their services as facilitators. The paper tracks 
the movement of women and suggests that rather than view them as ‘trafficked,’ 
their movement from one border to another becomes one way in which the 
cultural norms of border definition in this region – believed to divide Hindu India 
from Muslim Pakistan are disrupted. Borders are often seen as being disruptive 
of traditional communities’ livelihoods, mobility, kinship and social networks. The 
circulation of women between these two borders suggests that the border may 
also enable new economies of kinship and livelihood, as subjects engage with the 
state through multivalent practices. The paper situates the movement of these 
women within the larger economy of sub-legally traded goods across the border 
to suggest that controlled movement of women to the border may well disrupt 
the state’s singular will to define the nation’s cultural identity even as it 
generates creative corridors across borders. 
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Border Lines and Pipe Lines:  

The Commodity Form, Violence, and the Tri-Nation Gas  
 

Jason Cons 

Cornell University, USA 
 
Shelley Feldman 

Cornell University, USA 

 

 

This paper addresses the commodity form as a lens for understanding borders 
and border politics through an exploration of the unfolding debate over the Tri-
Nation Gas Pipeline project that proposes to build a pipeline from Myanmar to 
India via Bangladesh. Bangladesh’s participation in this project is both 
geographically central and politically contentious. In Bangladesh, the debate over 
the pipeline has unfolded over the past ten years as a discussion about regional 
and sub-regional trade, as a means to access critical natural gas reserves, and as 
a question of what regional relationships with its neighbors can and should be. 
Yet, these debates have also unfolded against the backdrop of a range of 
discussions over violence, smuggling, and security along Bangladesh’s borders 
with India and Myanmar. We read discussions about securing the border and 
moving fossil fuels across it together to explore ways that border politics 
articulate with commodity movements. Through this exploration, we suggest 
that the commodity form and material processes of transporting fossil fuels 
reflect not just abstract labor, but also are critical optics interpreting boundaries, 
security, and rights. 
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Yak Tails, Rice Cookers, and Changing Corridors in  

Asian Borderlands 
 
Tina Harris 

University of Amsterdam, The Netherlands 

 

 
India, Nepal, and Tibet have long been connected by a network of trade routes 
centered on the transport and exchange of goods such as wool, musk, yak tails, 
and medicinal herbs. However, the common sight of mule caravans carrying 
sacks of wool over the Himalayan mountain passes from Lhasa to Kalimpong in 
the 1940s has now given way to a significantly altered picture of Asian 
borderland trade; one that is partly a result of economic changes in the region, 
involving the re-rerouting of older routes and the influx of new kinds of 
commodities such as mobile phones. In this paper, I examine how the recent 
history of economic and infrastructural changes in the Himalayan region has 
influenced the geographic trajectories and social lives of both traders and the 
commodities that they trade. I base my study on: 1) articles and commodity price 
lists from the Tibetan Mirror, the very first Tibetan-language newspaper, and 2) 
ethnographic accounts from two generations of wool trading families. Ultimately, 
I show how the expansion of certain commodity chains can set in motion the 
contraction or redirection of others, and how this plays a part in the way traders 
perceive future economic prospects in Asian borderland regions. 
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Producing Cashews and Producing the Border:  

The Transformation of Jarai Agriculture and the  

Commodification of National Boundaries 
 

Jonathan Padwe 

University of Hawai'i, USA 

 

 

The mystery of the commodity form, according to Marx, is its ability to objectify 
the social characteristics of the human labor that went into producing it: the 
commodity “reflects back” the social relations of labor as the objective qualities 
of a thing. Yet it is not only the immediate labor involved in producing a 
commodity that is objectified; other projects, other forms of “work” find 
expression in the commodity form. One such project is the cultural work that 
goes into creating and maintaining national boundaries – social constructs the 
production of which is partly accomplished by means of the commodities 
transported across them.  
 
In this paper I look at the the commodity production of cashews in the Central 
Highlands of the Annamite mountain range and its relation to the production of 
the national boundary separating Cambodia from Vietnam. Following economic 
liberalization and the subsequent crash of world coffee prices, Vietnam has 
recently become the world’s largest exporter of cashew. Excess cashew-
processing capacity there has led to the widespread adoption of cashew farming 
in Cambodia by upland, ethnic-minority farmers. I argue that “Vietnamese” 
cashews today not only objectify the cultural politics of the border, but also help 
to produce the border itself. 
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PANEL 17 

 

BEYOND THE BORDERLANDS: ECOLOGY AND TRANSREGIONAL 

ENGAGEMENTS IN AND ACROSS BENGAL, ASSAM, MYANMAR 

AND YUNNAN, C.1800-1950  
 
Chairperson: Iftekhar Iqbal 

University of Dhaka, Bangladesh 
 

 
In the past two decades, borderland studies have become an important marker 
of the burgeoning field of macrohistory, termed either as transregional, 
transnational, global or borderland history. This panel will seek to stretch the 
spatial gaze on the borderlands across the ecologically contiguous regions that 
connect India and China: Yunnan, Myanmar, northeastern India and Bangladesh. 
Focusing on a period since 1800AD to 1950, the panel will seek to examine the 
evolution of transregional engagements across the regions through a number 
thematic approaches including agro-ecology of rivers, climatic volatility and 
communicational and commercial urge across transregional ecological regime as 
well as ethno-political networks that sought to flout ‘national gravity’. Through 
these thematic categories, we aim to understand the duality of recent 
historiographical debates which, on the one hand, argues that much of these 
borderland regions stayed aloof from governance practice of national centres; 
and that, on the other hand, these regions were intimately connected to 
globalization process. The panel intends to explore some of the ideas and 
schemes to understand the critical relevance of this complex dual process. 
 



3
rd

 Conference of the Asian Borderlands Research Network 

CONNECTIONS, CORRIDORS, AND COMMUNITIES 

 

 

89 

PANEL 17 
 

The Land between Rivers: Connecting the Bengal and  

China Markets, the Early 19th Century 

 

Gunnel Cederlöf  

Uppsala University, Sweden 
 

 
The half-century long transition of territorial rights in Bengal, from Mughal to 
British control, secured lands of an unprecedented scale to a European 
mercantile trading corporation. Yet there were strong arguments among the 
British against moving into east Bengal. These arguments centred on the climate 
or, to be more precise, the impossible mission of moving into monsoon-flooded 
tracts where rivers moved and earthquakes and droughts hit without warning. 
Even if merchants were known to be gamblers, for the Company, this was not 
worth the risk when military and administrative capacity was limited and better 
used on other war fronts. 
 
The extensive Mughal diwani grant of 1765 gave the British East India Company 
(EIC) legal rights to collect land revenues and, from these, keep an army, and the 
duty to carry out justice according to Mughal law. In order to function, this grant 
needed to be physically secured by military and administrative presence and 
practice on the territory itself. Slowly, an administration was put in place. 
 
There were two other reasons, which contributed to the Company’s decision to 
move troops and administrators eastwards. The first was to confront threats 
from the Burmese court. Burma was an aggressively expanding power, moving 
against Yunnan and the Shan kingdom. With Burmese troops also in the 
Brahmaputra valley and Manipur, the British apprehended an attack on Bengal 
and sent troops to the eastern fronts. 
 
A second reason was to get in control of the backdoor to China. There was a 
battle in Britain over the Asian markets and, in 1813, the EIC lost most of its 
monopolies in the Asian trade. Such sovereignties were the life-support system 
of an early-modern mercantile corporation. Without them, such corporations or 
guilds would in effect cease to exist. In 1833, they lost the two last – the 
monopoly of the trade in tea and trade on China. There is no coincidence that 
this concurred with the Company’s explorations of the market towns along the 
Irrawaddy and their sending expeditions of botanists who collected samples and 
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registered valuable plants in Assam and Burma. One among the plants they 
found was tea. European long-distance trade was primarily sea-bourn, but in 
Bengal and across Burma, the EIC saw a way to control the overland trade, today 
known as the South-West Silk Road. 
 
This paper discusses specifically the EIC’s first attempts, in the 1830s, to become 
integrated into and eventually get in control of the over-land commercial 
network, connecting Bengal with Yunnan. The work is part of the forthcoming 
monograph Founding an Empire on India’s North-Eastern Frontiers, 1790s–
1830s: Climate, Commerce, Polity (OUP). 
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From Calcutta to Canton: Rivers, Railways and  

Spatial Engagements in Northeastern South Asia and 

Southwestern China, 1853-1911 
 

Iftekhar Iqbal  

University of Dhaka, Bangladesh 

 

 
This paper examines the interactive temporality that occurred through spatial 
experiences flowing across and outside the core of the ‘national’ or ‘colonial’. 
While such scrutiny is increasingly gaining currency in the academia, the regions 
of Northeastern South Asia (NESA) and Southwestern China (SWC), which include 
Bengal, Assam, Myanmar and Yunnan, remain understudied. Using primary 
sources such as policy papers and travelogues, this paper aims to uncover the 
ways in which multiple flows of people, ideas and commodities from Yunnan 
towards India and from Bengal towards Southwestern China created a ‘third 
space’ in these ecologically contiguous regions, standing as the meeting points of 
South Asia, East Asia and Southeast Asia, which defied the gravity of engagement 
between the British metropolis and its colonies. Such spatial engagement were 
both induced by and contributed to different shades of ideas and actions relating 
to the rivers and railways of the region. A key thrust of the paper is to appreciate 
how in this ‘third space’ of trans-regional exchanges rivers and railways were 
imagined, appropriated or debated. 
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Chinese Muslims in Myanmar:  

Ethnicity, Religion and Ecological Memory 
 
MM Mohyuddin 

Universiti Teknologi Mara, Malaysia 
 

 
Chinese Muslims in Myanmar are descendants of Kubali Khan who invaded 
Myanmar in the early 12th century that defeated Burman Pagan kingdom but 
later declined. However, many of them today live in numerous major cities across 
Myanmar, concentrating mostly in Northeast Shan State sharing border with 
Yunnan.  
 
This paper has two objectives in studying the Chinese Muslims in Myanmar. First, 
it will study how the Chinese Muslims, who were from Yunan, maintain their 
cultural and commercial linkages with their counterparts inYunnan on the basis 
of sample surveys of 200 Chinese Muslims in Yangon. Secondly, through this 
examinations, it will also map the ecological, such as rivers and climate, influence 
that marked such mobility and interactions. 
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Jute or Flood: The Fate of Certain Schemes along the  

Middle Brahmaputra River Valley 
 

Arupjyoti Saikia 

Indian Institute of Technology Guwahati, India 

 

 
The Brahmaputra River and its flood plains, like few others across the world, 
shares international political boundaries and cross varied landscape. The river’s 
middle journey takes place across the Indian province of Assam. The river’s flood-
plain came under domestication over long historical period. Homo sapiens’ 
attempt to domesticate the landscape resulted in reconfiguration of their 
agrarian practices. Agrarian practices and natural challenges, as it evolved over 
long historical period, witnessed crucial reorientation since the late 19th century 
when the flooding patterns changed and at the same time little-used lands along 
the river were brought under jute production. Introduction of new crop i.e. jute 
meant redefining the idea of domestication of landscape. A change in the 
flooding pattern meant rethinking the flood control mechanism. Lines of 
embankments came to dot the valley in the second half of the century. 
Embankments were both a burden and disadvantage for the existing agrarian 
practices. These schemes borrowed heavily, both in terms of ideas and 
practicalities from across the border. This paper seeks to explain the historical 
origins of these schemes, and their fate as they came to be implemented. 
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Mt. Tambora, Climatic Changes, and the Great Famine in  

Yunnan (1815-1817) 
 

Bin Yang 

National University of Singapore, Singapore 

 

 
This research synthesis firstly introduces the correlations between volcanism and 
global climatic abnormalities (commonly simplified as global cooling), particularly 
by focusing on the Tambora eruption in 1815. Recent case studies in China 
concerning this volcanic effect and climatic changes in the nineteenth century are 
synthesized to substantialize and revise some general statements previously 
made on China. These case studies cover various regions including the Yangzi 
Delta, Yunnan, the Jiaodong Peninsula, and North China Sea, and examine a wide 
range of topics such as flood, famine, economic recession, crop patterns 
including that of New World Crops, and Pacific herring catches. Finally, the essay 
provides suggestions for future studies of the Tambora effects in China, and 
proposes to bring climate into the specific temporal span of the decline of the 
Qing Empire. 
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COMMUNITIES, KINGDOMS AND TRADE  
 
Chairperson: Willem van Schendel  

  University of Amsterdam, The Netherlands 
 

 

Kings, Caste and Class:  

Marwari Traders in the Nepal-India Border Towns 
 
Mallika Shakya 

University of Pretoria, South Africa 

 

 
In a novel integration of industrial cluster mapping with ethnography and archival 
studies, this paper explores the social embeddedness of migration paths pursued 
by Marwari traders in the Nepal-India border towns. The Marwaris dominate the 
business economies of not only Nepal and northern India but as far as the Indian 
Seven Sister states and Myanmar, and although the characteristic overlaps 
between their social and business networks make them a suitable candidate for 
exploring Granovettor’s idea of embeddedness, researchers have found it hard to 
get access to their business worlds. An exception is Timberg (1978) who 
examined how the Marwaris moved to the colonial capital Kolkata in the 19th 
century and eventually displaced the Bengali entrepreneurs. I have a rare access 
which has enabled me to investigate the second episode of Marwari migration, 
to Nepal, where they successfully competed and displaced the earlier business 
establishments while forging alliance with the new state. The border towns 
between Nepal and India were their ideal launching pads for pushing business 
frontiers in the time of normalcy and for retreat in the time of crisis – a narrative 
my paper examines in the context of the ongoing political transformation in 
Nepal. 
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Emergent Frictions in Mekong Borderlands:  

Ethnography, Assemblage, and the (Re)Production of  

Community in Border Economic Zones 
 

Soe Lin Aung 

Independent Researcher, Yangon, Burma 

 

 
In recent years, regional economic integration and transnational capital flows 
have contributed to a reshaping of Mekong borderlands. Border-based economic 
zones have been particularly influential in this process. These zones reflect a 
trajectory that challenges the prevailing imagination of borders in the Mekong 
region, thrusting previously marginal spaces into the heart of dominant policy 
regimes. This process has configured new kinds of communities in border areas. 
Yet far from being shaped from without, border-based communities of workers, 
migrants, and local people have themselves been active in mediating, and at 
times contesting, their often unequal integration into the Mekong region’s 
emerging political economy. This paper seeks to explore this ethnographic 
perspective, drawing on field research among migrant communities along the 
Thai-Burma border, and recent work on border zones in Burma and Thailand. 
Two key movements will be considered: how border economic zones have 
shaped certain subjectivities among workers and migrants in border areas, and 
how workers and migrants have challenged, whether openly or less directly, 
forms of exploitation that have accompanied the establishment of these zones. 
This approach opens up an emphasis on frictions between states, capital, and 
communities in Mekong borderlands, connecting this analysis to broader 
anthropological critiques of economic change and transformation in Southeast 
Asia and elsewhere. 
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A Konyak Kingdom on the Indo-Myanmar Border:  

Change and Continiuty 
 

Ketoukhrie-ü 

Gauhati University, Assam, India 

 

 
The Konyak Nagas are one of the largest Naga tribes inhabiting the states of 
Nagaland, Assam and Arunachal Pradesh in north east India and in north western 
part of Myanmar. They are well known for the Ahng system(Monarchical 
system), tattoos, scanty clothes, bravery and head hunting raids. Among the 
Nagas, the Konyaks are the last to be touched by the waves of modernisation and 
Christianity. It was only in the later part of the 20th century that they have 
converted to Christianity. Till today, the practiced of Ahng system continues in 
many Konyak villages along with the modern democratic polity. In this paper, the 
author attempts to study and analyse such a ‘kingdom’ on the Indo-Myanmar 
borderland called the Longwa ‘kingdom’ which is one among the great Ahngs of 
Konyaks. Longwa is a Konyak Naga village located at the tri-junction between 
Nagaland and Arunachal Pradesh on the Indian side and Myanmar on the other. 
Longwa stands out as a unique cross-border village, roughly divided between 
India and Myanmar by boundary pillars numbering 154, 155 and 156. Around 
one-third of the village falls under the jurisdiction of the Indian state and the rest 
under the state of Myanmar. This demarcation based on the watershed of 
Brahmaputra in India and Chindwin in Myanmar, began with the bilateral 
agreement between India and Burma in 1967. However, the boundary pillars 
were constructed later during the year 1970-71. 
Regardless of this imposed demarcation, the Longwa villagers still have socio–
economic, political and cultural alliances with the people on the Myanmar side. 
Marital and kinship relations still continue, overriding the political boundaries. 
The Longwa chief Ahng continues to have its jurisdiction over villages both in 
India and Myanmar. These villages still pay him tributes and render services in his 
field and also in construction of his ‘palace’. There is continues flow of people 
and goods across this border. However, this whole process is undergoing through 
change. The reality at the Indo-Myanmar border shows that the traditional ties 
and relations continue to exist even today defying the very concept of nation-
state border. 
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CONFERENCE INFORMATION 
 

VENUE 

 

Auditorium, NUS University Hall 

National University of Singapore 

Level 2, Lee Kong Chian Wing 

21 Lower Kent Ridge Road 

Singapore 119077 

 

REGISTRATION COUNTER / SECRETARIAT, LEVEL 2  

 

Please collect your conference kit and name badge at the Registration Counter.  

The badge must be worn at all times to gain entry to sessions and functions. 

 

Please check the Message Boards regularly for updates or announcements. 

Messages for fellow delegates may be posted there. 

 

SECRETARIAT 

 

In case of emergency, please contact the Secretariat (65) 6516 5279.  

Lost and found will also be located there. 

 

CONFERENCE SITE PLAN 

 

Opening & Welcome   Auditorium, Level 2, Lee Kong Chian Wing 

 

Breakout Sessions    Auditorium, Level 2, Lee Kong Chian Wing 

    Vista, Level 7, Lee Kong Chian Wing 

   

Tea Breaks    Level 2, Lee Kong Chian Wing  

 

Lunch, 11 October    Level 2, Lee Kong Chian Wing 

Lunch, 12-13 October  Nexus, Level 6, Lee Kong Chian Wing 

 

Secretariat / Registration  Level 2, Lee Kong Chian Wing 

Speaker Prep Area / Internet Stations  

/ Photo Exhibition
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LOCAL INFORMATION 

 

LANGUAGE 

 

There are four official languages in Singapore: English, Malay, Chinese and Tamil.  

English is the language of the administration and is widely spoken.  

 

CLIMATE 

 

Singapore is an equatorial country with relatively uniform temperature, high humidity and 

abundant rainfall. Average daily temperature ranges between 28
o

C to 33
o

C. 

 

ELECTRICTY 

 

Singapore voltage is 220-240 volts AC, 50 cycles per second. On request, most hotels will 

provide transformers to visitors with electrical appliances of a different voltage, such as 110-

120 volts, 60 cycles per second. 

 

DRINKING WATER 

 

It is safe to drink water straight from the tap in Singapore. However, for those who prefer 

bottled mineral water, local supermarkets and grocers always have ample stock. 

 

USEFUL TELEPHONE NUMBERS 

 

Police     999 

Ambulance & Fire Brigade   995 

Non-Emergency Ambulance Service  1777 

Singapore Tourism Board   1800-736 2000 

Postal Enquiries (SingPost)   1605 

Local Directory Assistance   100 

International Directory Assistance  104 

Singapore General Hospital   (65) 6222 2322 / (65) 6234 4311 

Mount Elizabeth Hospital   (65) 6737 2666 

Gleneagles Hospital   (65) 6473 7222 
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TRANSPORT 

 

MASS RAPID TRANSPORT (MRT) 

 

This is a fast and efficient form of transport, with a train arriving every few minutes. Fares 

range from S$1.00 to S$2.00, from vending machines at the stations. Operating hours vary a 

little but trains run from around 05:15 to 00:15. It is recommended to check what time the last 

train leaves from the respective stations if you are planning a late night.  

 

BUS 

 

Bus fares range from S$1.00 to S$2.00. If you are paying in cash, please ensure you have the 

correct fare, as bus drivers do not give change. Alternatively, you can purchase an Ez-Link card, 

which is a stored-value fare card, from bus interchanges and MRT stations. Ez-Link cards may 

be used for bus and MRT fares.  

 

TAXI 

 

Taxis can be flagged from hotels and taxi stands, as well as on the streets, if there are no taxi 

stands nearby and traffic is not disrupted. Flagged taxi fares starts between S$3.00 and S$3.40 

for the first 1km. There are additional charges for trips from Changi Airport (from S$5.00 

onwards, depending on the time); to and from the Central Business District (S$3.00 from 

Monday to Saturday, 17:00 to midnight), Peak Hours (25% of the metered fare on Monday to 

Saturday from 06:00-09:30 & 18:00 to midnight); After Midnight (50% of the metered fare 

shown).  

 

Advance booking numbers (booking surcharge varies from S$8.00 to S$18:00): 

Comfort CityCab   (65) 6552 1111 

Comfort Premier Cabs  (65) 6552 2828 

SMRT Taxis   (65) 6555 8888 

Premier Taxis   (65) 6363 6888 
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