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ABSTRACT

This ethnographic research explores the space of negotiation of in-between
lives along the Salween River. In specific, the research examines the functions of
frontier capitalization, the contestation of meaning of livelihoods, transformation of
border identity and conflict management through everyday life practices. The
research has found that the Thai and Burmese states are in the businesses of territorial
reinforcement in order to dominate residents and exploit resources at the Salween
borderlands. Capitalism has also entered into the borderlands in the form of intensive
frontier capitalization in a globalizing world. Frontier capitalization is conceptualized
as commodification of the Salween’s resources. Transnational dam investors have
turned the Salween River into a hydro-electric production for trade in a regional
energy market. It is a part of the neo-liberalism process that is embedded in the state
politics and the wider ethnic politics of the area. Capitalism is replete with state
strategies and market exclusion which are two-fold in nature. On the one hand, the
states have used brute force to dominate people’s everyday lives. On the other hand,
the capitalists and state authorities have exercised power through development
discourse at the border. Due to the lack of belonging to any state in a neo-liberal
period, capitalism is characterized as international or global which can neither assert
direct control of the Salween borderlands nor exploit resources as it has been doing in
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the past. The capitalists and the states claim to have brought development to the
borderlands. Contrary to their claims of benefitting the people living there, their
actions have excluded the border people from their local resources. Therefore,
development discourse is implemented as a tool of the states and capitalist market to
legitimize their coercive power to control and exploit the Salween resources.
Through both development discourse and brute force, the capitalist market and the
states have attempted to deny the border people’s access of power. These border
people have therefore been rendered invisible as not being a part of the nation-state’s
politics.

However, the border people have not been passive or submissive. They have
fought to become visible as political actors and to protect their livelihoods through
various strategies to redefine themselves. The border people’s struggle over territory
has been formulated to retaliate against the frontier capitalization through the
production of negotiated space and contested meanings. The border people have
constructed a complex space of negotiation for themselves which comprises inherent
overlapping physical, social and cultural dimensions. It can be said that the
negotiation process is an attempt by border people for survival through gaining
resource access and transforming resources into border livelihood. The border people
then transformed border livelihood into border identity so as to increase their visibility
as perceptible lives. They do so to contest with the capital and states in commodity
production. They identify themselves as the ‘Salween people’ or ‘border people’
through social memory, local history and cultural lore so as to negotiate with the
states’ authorities in their capacity as citizens. In so doing, they re-define the Salween
River in terms of place-making as they have “made” the River a source of livelihood.
At the same time, they transform border livelihood into border identity in terms of a
sense of belonging through social memory, local history and cultural lore.

The border people’s redefinition of their border identity in violent situations
along the Salween borderlands is a practice of collaborative articulation. This refers
to a project co-produced by three negotiating parties — the Thai state agencies, the
border people and NGOs. They have engaged in the collaborative articulation project
S0 as to achieve their own agendas and interests. The Thai state authorities demand to
establish border security while the border people aspire to secure their livelihoods and
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have the right to livelihood. In addition, local NGOs desire to live and work at the
Thai-Burmese border whereas Thai, international and exiled NGOs aim to support the
border people to conserve natural resources and defend human rights. In
collaborative articulation project, NGOs have been acting as a mediator between the
Thai state and the border people in the negotiation process. The border people
redefine border identity through acquiring citizenship and networking within the
NGO-led anti-Salween dam campaign in a transnational world. By doing so, both
local discourse (livelihood security and right to livelihood) as well as global discourse
(international human rights, environmental conservation, international standards and
norms) articulate in contestation against the development discourse of capitalist

market and states’ commodification of the Salween River.
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