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“Compellingly demonstrates how grassroots experimentations with Indigenous  
governance help inform and challenge dominant practices of conservation. Cole 
invites a critical reimagination of how conservation intersects with autonomy and 
peace building, the implications of which are relevant to Myanmar and well beyond.”

 —Sophie Chao, author of In the Shadow of the Palms: More-Than-Human  
Becomings in West Papua

“Drawing upon ethnographic experience, a nimble facility with theory, and clear 
awareness of how urgent the issue of land use is, Cole shows how much is at stake 
when Indigenous residents, in league with the spirts of their ancestors, confront  
profit-seeking outsiders and government officials to contest the diverse meanings  
of ‘possession.’ A signal contribution to Southeast Asian studies that will inform  
consideration of people’s relations to land far beyond the region as well.”

 —Ward Keeler, author of The Traffic in Hierarchy: Masculinity and Its  
Others in Buddhist Burma

I
n 2011 Myanmar emerged from a long-standing war. Amid ceasefires and constitu-
tional reforms, Indigenous communities moved to reterritorialize land that had been 
fiercely contested in the preceding decades of conflict. In the southeast, the Indig-
enous people of Karen State, activists, and revolutionaries transformed their war-
torn land into the Salween Peace Park—a conservation area that is home not only to 

endangered species like tigers and gibbons but also to territorial spirits and ancestors. 
Set in the highlands of the Myanmar-Thai border, Possessed Landscapes introduces 

a world where land is understood as both spiritually inhabited and politically claimed. 
Pwakanyaw cosmologies blur boundaries between human and more-than-human own-
ership, presence, and possession. Tomas Cole’s concept of more-than-human political 
ecology captures the nuanced, playful, and often strategic ways in which local commu-
nities negotiate power, land, and identity. This case study in reimagining sovereignty 
through ecological stewardship illuminates how Indigenous Karen communities and 
their allies are defining conservation, autonomy, and peace building on their own terms.

Tomas Cole is a postdoctoral fellow of social anthropology at Stockholm University.
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ronmental knowledge and issues from the multiple and often conflicting 
perspectives of various cultural systems.
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. Sk

I this study, so relevant to the times, Tomas Cole offers an examination of 
how Indigenous people participate in building peace and sovereignty amid 

political violence, forest conservation initiatives, and the relentless intrusion 
of the forces of capitalism in contested landscapes. He does this work in the 
highlands of southeast Myanmar, an area rich in forests and their lore. 	is is 
a region known by long-term residents as an embattled home where strife is 
seared into their memory. Repossessing the land is, Cole shows, about mak-
ing peace with ancestors and spirits. It also requires the Indigenous residents, 
working with Karen activists, to find ways to refashion and create programs of 
nature conservation, all while negotiating national integration and maintain-
ing a measure of political autonomy in Myanmar. 

	is is research that is particularly resonant with other work in many 
parts of the world where Indigenous people struggle to secure lands rights 
and recognition of their homelands. 	ere is now a considerable litera-
ture on this topic in the Americas, Canada, Australia, and, to some extent, 
Africa. Such inquiries in Asia are fast emerging as a key topic for political 
and environmental anthropology. Cole takes an approach that is both well 
suited to the history of such movements and struggles in Myanmar (and 
more generally for highlands of mainland Southeast Asia) and can offer 
some new directions to scholars interested in these questions elsewhere. He 
does so by examining the multiple valences of possession in and of the land 
where human corporeal rights and more-than-human spiritual or spectral 
dwelling meet in the forests. 

Forests have long been considered places of wonder and dread, hold-
ing treasures and threats, across cultures. In the history of Western civi-
lization, this has been well discussed in the writings of Robert Harrison. 
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Much of the mystery, generating both attraction and trepidation, of forests 
extended to forest people. Across Asia the conquest of forest peoples and 
the control of forests often became part of a civilizing process undertaken 
by regional agrarian polities and, later, colonial empires. Studies of colonial 
efforts to command and exploit forests in Asia detail some of these develop-
ments. But this large-scale history often conceals the continuing inhabita-
tion of forests by people, spirits, and powers that locally remain salient to 
the reproduction of social relations, patterns of forest use, and conflicts over 
forest management. 

	rough skillful and patient ethnography, Cole turns to these obscured 
histories and cultural politics. As in the case of research that is question-
ing the erasure of Native American ideas and values, as well as rights and 
claims, in the development of protected areas in North America, Cole 
wishes to uncover how externally initiated conservation might meet and 
even be modified by Indigenous ideas, political assertion, and conservation 
projects. He carries out this work by considering local Indigenous ideas of 
forest inhabitation by the spirits of ancestors and how they come to inform 
forest conservation initiatives in the Salween Peace Park. In this way, Cole 
offers a whole new perspective on what has been discussed as community-
based conservation. He does so by focusing on the meanings and practices 
emergent from within the community rather than the efforts to decentral-
ize or delegate externally designed conservation projects to local entities 
either organic (village authority) or synthetic (forest committees and self-
help groups). 

Cole is also offering a novel history of peace parks. In the past, criti-
cal studies of peace parks and advocacy for them as desirable conservation 
initiatives have often emphasized their crucial role in promoting both envi-
ronmental values and peacebuilding in conflict-ravaged areas. 	ese have 
often been contentious international border zones. For some scholars, 
peace parks are a borderland manifestation of placing conservation at the 
service of promoting the political hegemony of regional states. Across Asia 
researchers have drawn attention to such processes in China, Korea, 	ai-
land, Vietnam, India, Indonesia, the Philippines, and Pakistan. But for oth-
ers, especially conservation scientists, peace parks hold a unique possibility 
that can promote peacebuilding in borderlands, which are often rife with 
conflict. To such idealistic visions peace parks might be the way to mitigate 
and even avert the deadly conflicts that may become more severe in times 
of climate change.

	e Salween Peace Park is formed in a borderland in Myanmar but in 
the context of the animosities and warfare between the Myanmar state and 
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ethnic minorities. A region redolent with the history of colonial forestry 
(mostly for teak) is now contested terrain where conservation is a vehicle 
for state intrusion and the assertion of local claims on the forest and enact-
ment of self-government. As Cole notes, the sharply undulating terrain of 
the highlands in southeast Myanmar is fragmented by many ridges and val-
leys. Each fold in this wrinkled topography becomes an ecologically and 
socially distinct site for the larger peace and conservation initiatives to play 
out in terms of specific local mobilizations. 

What Cole does well here is to build a careful examination of the dif-
ferent ways in which forests are inhabited and possessed by Indigenous 
people and their ancestors while recounting the ways in which these forms 
of dwelling were altered and reasserted in response to forces of disposses-
sion driven by government consolidation and international resource mining 
efforts. 	roughout the book, Cole dwells in the struggles for sovereignty 
that implicate people and the spirits of their ancestral dead, as well as the 
way the pragmatic approaches to forest management embedded in and 
emergent from these struggles are elevated from local immediacy to more 
durable regional outcomes in the Salween Peace Park. 

	is project was born concurrently with the hopeful democratization 
that began in Myanmar fifteen years ago. In the last few years Myanmar 
has fallen into more difficult times. However, the politics of sovereignty 
and Indigenous efforts to shape conservation in keeping with their beliefs 
will remain vital to the future of Myanmar and the prospects for various 
Indigenous people in the region. In a time when Indigenous efforts to rei-
magine how humans might live in the world are gaining attention across 
continents, this study offered by Tomas Cole is a timely contribution to the 
wider conversation. 

N

	 .	 Robert Pogue Harrison, Forests: �e Shadow of Civilization (University of 
Chicago Press, ).

	 .	 	e work of Raymond Bryant is particularly relevant here. See, for 
instance, Raymond L. Bryant, “Romancing Colonial Forestry: 	e Dis-
course of ‘Forestry as Progress’ in British Burma,” Geographical Journal 
, no.  (): –, https://doi.org/./. 

	 .	 Examples of recent efforts to recognize Native heritage in protected areas 
in North America, for instance, may be found in Rochelle Bloom and 
Douglas Deur, “	rough a Forest Wilderness: Native American Environ-
mental Management at Yosemite and Contested Conservation Values in 
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America’s National Parks,” and Paul Berne Burow, “Nature’s Belonging: 
Landscape, Conservation, and the Cultural Politics of Place in the Great 
Basin,” both in Public Lands in the Western US: Place and Politics in the 
Clash Between Public and Private, ed. Kathleen M. Sullivan and James H. 
McDonald (Lexington Press, ).

	 .	 See, for instance, Bram Büscher, Transforming the Frontier: Peace Parks 
and the Politics of Neoliberal Conservation in Southern Africa (Duke Uni-
versity Press, ).

	 .	 One such view can be found in Aishwarya Maheshwari, “Ease Conflict in 
Asia with Snow Leopard Peace Parks,” Science , no.  (): , 
https://doi.org/./science.aba.
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T book has been percolating for well over a decade, since I first 
stepped out into the 	ai-Myanmar borderlands in  and experi-

enced Pwakanyaw hospitality. 	e following list of thanks is therefore far 
from comprehensive. My deepest apologies to anyone I have missed. 

First and foremost, I would like to extend my most heartfelt thanks to all 
the people of the Myanmar-	ai borderlands who helped me along the way 
over the years and who made this book possible. I owe my greatest debt of 
gratitude to the residents of the village I call Ta K’	wee Duh (“Misty Vil-
lage”) and the surrounding Mutraw highlands. 	ank you, from the very 
bottom of my heart, for your countless acts of generosity: constantly bring-
ing me fruit, vegetables, and lashings of rice alcohol; caring for me when I 
was sick; telling me stories that made me laugh until my sides hurt; sharing 
your hearths, histories, and lives with me, all while dealing with my endless 
stream of questions with such grace and good humor. During my time in 
the United States, I am also eternally grateful to the generosity of spirit and 
dazzling wit of the Pwakanyaw living in upstate New York and to Katheryn 
Stam and Chris Sunderlin who took me in, found me a home, and filled my 
days with joy. In Chiang Mai I was continually bowled over by the kind-
ness, brilliance, and resilience of the activists from the Karen Environmental 
and Social Action Network (k) and Tenasserim River and Indigenous 
Peoples’ Network (p ), who also facilitated my access and travel to 
the Mutraw hills. While none of your real names feature in this book, your 
passion, verve, and intelligence have seeped into every page. 	e same goes 
for my field assistant, whom I call here Naw Paw. Your boundless humor, 
keen intellect, and warmth of heart shine throughout this book. 	e way 
the residents of these borderlands continue to face down apocalypse after 
apocalypse, without losing their warmth and good humor, is a perpetual 
source of inspiration to me. Ta plu doh ma! 
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Several brilliant scholars were instrumental in making this book hap-
pen. Paramount among them are Beppe Karlsson and Johan Lindquist, who 
have acted as advisers and later colleagues of the highest caliber, supporting 
me at each stage of the process. 	is work would have never come to frui-
tion without their searing intellect and warm encouragement throughout. 
At the Department of Social Anthropology, Stockholm University, I have 
been blessed with the best colleagues imaginable. Ivana Maček, Shahram 
Khosravi, Hege Leivestad, Anna Gustafsson, Karin Ahlberg, Annika Rabo, 
Alireza Behtoui, Johan Nilsson, Andrew Alan Johnson, and my fellow 
PhD cohort of Isabella Strömberg, Victor Nygren, Simon Johansson, Igor 
Petričević, Siri Schwabe, Tekalign Ayalew, Rasmus Rodineliussen, and Jona-
than Krämer have all, in ways both great and small, made this text infinitely 
more readable and my life more livable. 

In Ithaca, I am immensely grateful to 	amora Fishel at the Southeast 
Asian Program (p) and Magnus Fiskesjö at Cornell University who both 
helped me find my feet practically, intellectually, and morally. My stay in 
Chiang Mai was made possible thanks in no small measure to the good 
graces of Chayan Vaddhanaphuti, who facilitated my time at the Regional 
Center for Social Science and Sustainable Development () and con-
stantly provoked me to rethink my ideas. At Chiang Mai University, I also 
had the good fortune of meeting and learning from Kwanchewan Buadaeng, 
Bobby Farnan, Ekraj Sabur, and Emily Teera-Hong and received unfailing 
administrative help from Chanida Puranapun. My stay was also greatly 
enriched by the company of Ashley South, who so generously offered his 
time, a friendly ear, and a critical eye throughout. I would also like to thank 
Tine Gammeltoft and Alexander Horstmann from my time at the University 
of Copenhagen. 

Parts of chapters  and  were presented at a workshop at the Danish 
Institute for International Studies () in Copenhagen and the -
Oxford Graduate Workshop in Oxford, both in . 	e scholarly gen-
erosity and engagement of Matthew Walton, Mandy Sadan, Izzy Rhoads, 
Courtney Wittekind, Ardeth 	awnghmung, Shona Loong, Elisabeth Oliv-
ius, and Helene Kyed all left a deep impression on these chapters. Parts of 
chapters  and  also greatly benefited from feedback provided at the Land, 
Law, and Nationalism Workshop in Stockholm and the Varieties of Peace 
Asia Conference in Jakarta, both in . A special thanks to Kevin Woods, 
Geoff Aung, Nick Cheesman, Andrew Ong, Michelle Miller, and Jenny Hed-
ström. Jenny in particular has been an outstanding friend, neighbor, and 
inspiration throughout the years for what an academic/activist should look 
like. 	e same can be said of Camelia Dewan. 
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Magnus Fiskesjö, Mark Graham, Martin Saxer, Mikael Gravers, Clau-
dia Merli, and Danielle Drozdzewski have all read and commented on early 
versions of this book and helped vastly improve it. I reserve special thanks 
to the two anonymous reviewers for their careful, insightful, and inspired 
comments and suggestions that greatly assisted me in turning this text into 
the best version of itself. I am also deeply indebted to the keen editorial eye 
and steady hand of Amy Bonnaffons, without whom this book may have 
never seen the light of day. I am also exceedingly grateful to the editorial 
team at the University of Washington Press, K. Sivaramakrishnan, Caitlin 
Tyler-Richards, and Dandi Meng for their careful readings, constructive 
suggestions, and warm encouragement throughout the publishing process. 
It is possible to trace the deep imprints of all these intellectual contributions 
throughout this book. 	at said, any mistakes herein are wholly of my own 
making. 

	e fieldwork this book is based on was made possible by generous 
grants from the Swedish Society for Anthropology and Geography (), 
the Axel and Margaret Helge Ax:son Johnson Foundation for Public Benefit, 
and the Stockholm Center for Global Asia. I am especially thankful to the 
latter, and to Eva Hansson in particular, for a grant allowing me to dedicate 
several months to preparing my manuscript. I would surely have perished 
long ago without this steady help. 

Finally, I would like to thank my family and friends, near and far, for 
sticking with me and supporting me through thick and thin. None of this 
would have been possible without my elders who went before me, especially 
my parents who mean the world to me. Last, but far from least, thank you to 
my beloved Aga, for everything. 
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I
Radical Experiments in Conservation and Sovereignty 

C. Clank. Clank. In lieu of a hammer, Hpa Kha Pa used a machete 
to nail a sign onto the side of a tree. 	e sign, once part of a biscuit tin, 

read, “Protected Forest: It is prohibited to eat or kill any living creature.” 
It was the middle of the monsoon season up in the mountainous Mutraw 

District of southeast Myanmar, toward the end of my fieldwork there, in 
August . I was invited to accompany Hpa Kha Pa and two other men 
from a small nearby village as they went about conserving a patch of deep 
forest. All the men were wearing traditional striped tunics, out of respect to 
the ancestors who resided there, they told me. Yet Wee Daw, a slightly built 
fellow who never appeared entirely comfortable in his own skin, had paired 
his tunic with a baseball cap inexplicably bearing the word Fuck. Giant trees 
towered over us, and we had to talk loudly to be heard over the din of a 
thousand trilling insects. 

	is patch of forest was known as the loh or ta lay (the dwelling place 
of the dead; see figure ). 	e men explained to me how when a person 
dies, their shade (k’la) travels to this area and takes up residence. Traips-
ing through the thick undergrowth, we stumbled over broken objects, left 
in neat piles here and there: a ripped umbrella sheltering a knife without a 
handle and several smashed alcohol jugs as well as three sticks driven into 
the earth, with a filthy piece of striped fabric draped over them, tarpaulin-
like. Hpa Kha Pa, who was filming everything on his mobile phone, told me 
that these objects belonged to local residents who had passed away. 	ey 
were conveyed here and purposefully destroyed because, in the dwelling 
place of the dead, everything is koh kee (backward, inverted), so what is bro-
ken is whole and the dead are still living. In their realm, the structure of 
cloth-draped sticks was someone’s home, and this whole stretch of forest, 
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including the small stream that runs through it, was “their place.” 	ey pos-
sessed this forest both in the sense that they haunted it and in the sense that 
it belonged to them.

We were gathered here on this particular dark and rainy August after-
noon to attempt to protect the forest once and for all. For many years, local 
people feared that outsiders might not realize the objects left here belong 
to the dead and take them home. Such acts risked provoking the ire of these 
dearly departed. People also worried that the plethora of species that called 
this patch of thick forest home were being over-fished and over-hunted. 
Following several failed experiments in conservation—attempting to get 
local authorities to recognize this area as a community forest, even calling 
in Buddhist monks from 	ailand to ordain the trees there in order to pro-
tect them—they decided to take matters into their own hands. In addition 
to hanging signs, they also prayed and made libations to the spectral own-
ers of this area, entreating them to protect the animals, plants, and items 
that belonged to the dead. Following this intervention, all the villagers I 
spoke to agreed that this patch of forest was safe from harm—at least for 
the time being. 

F . 	e loh, the dwelling place of the dead.
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I first met these three men nine months earlier, at a so-called consulta-
tion meeting in Mutraw’s administrative center Deh Bu Noh. During this 
meeting we learned that a wide-ranging Indigenous-led conservation proj-
ect was afoot. 	is project, called the Salween Peace Park, aimed to sup-
port and build on Indigenous efforts to protect patches of forest, like those 
carried out in the loh, to create a sprawling protected area. Projects such as 
the Salween Peace Park that experimented with different modes and scales 
of conservation across Myanmar’s southeasterly highlands were increas-
ingly becoming intertwined with long-standing struggles for autonomy and 
peacebuilding efforts. While the men in the forest that day did not see this 
particular effort to protect the loh as explicitly tied to the peace park—and, 
in fact, sometimes voiced reservations about the project—their actions, and 
the intricately layered understanding of landscapes and specters that ani-
mated them, were emblematic of the spirit behind the Salween Peace Park 
and other similar experiments. 

	ese divergent efforts to protect the environment in southeast Myanmar 
occurred during a period of unprecedented hope in a nation long wracked 
by civil war. Between  and , Myanmar entered a faltering process 
of transition to democracy. Rolling ceasefires were signed between armed 
groups across the country, and in , free elections were held for the first 
time in decades. Notwithstanding an overwhelming and pervasive skepti-
cism as to the real intentions of these shifts—especially among Indigenous 
communities—this moment of transition elicited a flurry of radical experi-
ments in alternative modes of conservation, governance, and sovereignty. 
Many of these endeavors worked to repossess highly contested landscapes 
upended by conflict. 	is flurry of activity is significant not only for under-
standing the region more deeply but also for contemplating novel methods 
of peacebuilding and Indigenous sovereignty in war zones.

In this book I explore how, on multiple scales—from highly localized ad 
hoc solutions to transnational struggles—Indigenous people have drawn on 
understandings of possessing landscapes as a negotiation with spectral own-
ers in order to not only conserve ecologies but also strive for greater auton-
omy, pushing back against state encroachment and capitalist predation. I 
begin exploring these radical experiments in conservation and autonomy in 
southeast Myanmar by delving into Indigenous practices and cosmologies 
of possessing landscapes, arguing that they be approached as alternative 
modes of both ownership and sovereignty. I then trace how these practices 
and cosmologies of possession were negotiated, translated, and rescaled to 
transform contested and conflictual landscapes into large-scale Indigenous-
run protected areas. I examine how the playful and improvisational spirit 
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of local experiments in environmental protection and self-determination 
were rescaled into conservation projects envisioning federal futures of 
transnational significance. In this manner, Indigenous-run protected areas 
became gardens for growing and prefiguring radical alternatives to armed 
conflict and top-down conservation. In the process, I posit that the playful 
experimentation with Indigenous sovereignty underpinning them has the 
potential to unsettle not only established notions of conservation but also 
self-determination and peacebuilding in southeast Myanmar and beyond.

	e path to these findings was far from unerring—littered with detours 
and dead ends along the way. My attention was first drawn to the high-
lands of southeast Myanmar, and the radical experiments with conservation 
and sovereignty that were taking place there, as I was about to embark on 
an initial phase of multi-sited fieldwork, starting off in upstate New York 
in , where I was to spend three months among former refugees who 
had been resettled by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
() from the sprawling refugee camps along the 	ailand-Myanmar 
border. 	is fieldwork would build on previous research I had conducted in 
and around one of these camps in . I was interested in how translocal 
entanglements and remittances played into ecological and political land-
scapes in the war zones of southeast Myanmar.

Around this time, I first became aware of these experiments in conser-
vation and sovereignty through a press release announcing the Salween 
Peace Park’s arrival onto the world stage. 	e press release opens by asking 
the reader rhetorically, “Can a battlefield be turned into an indigenous-run 
protected area for scores of endangered species like tiger, gibbons and wild 
cattle?” and immediately answers emphatically, “Yes it can.” It proceeds to 
state the key aspirations of the peace park: “to end and avoid violent conflict; 
to protect the environment; to ensure the preservation of ethnic cultural 
resources; and to help post-conflict communities recover and rebuild.” It 
then quotes a local military leader from the revolutionary movement the 
Karen National Union (k), poignantly concluding that “with the Salween 
Peace Park, we can survive as a nation.” 	is press release captivated my 
interest, refusing to let it go. When I stepped out into the field, its promises 
of radically different approaches to both revolutionary politics and conser-
vation continued to haunt me. I was not sure whether or how it related to 
my current work but felt compelled to learn more.

After returning from upstate New York, I set out on the second phase of 
fieldwork to trace flows of cash, knowledge, and affect back to remittance-
receiving communities in the Myanmar-	ai borderlands. Here I swiftly 
learned that people were far less preoccupied with their translocal entangle-
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ments with kin and kith abroad than they were with the ever more pressing 
threats of dispossession by transnational organizations and the Tatmadaw 
(the Myanmar state military-cum-military state). At the very heart of the 
protracted cycles of armed conflict in southeast Myanmar lay differing, 
overlapping, and often conflicting perspectives on and claims over how land 
was and could be owned and controlled.

	e most pertinent questions on people’s lips pertained to how they might 
resolve growing conflicts over the landscapes they lived in and sustained 
themselves with. 	ese questions brought my mind back to the descrip-
tion I had read of the Salween Peace Park’s assertion that conservation and 
preservation could help communities “survive and rebuild” after conflict. 
Gradually, I began contemplating taking my research in a new direction. I 
contacted and struck up a conversation with the Indigenous and ecologi-
cal activists behind the Salween Peace Park to learn more about how they 
approached issues of conflicting claims on and rights to land in southeast 
Myanmar. From our ongoing conversations, I started to grasp how the activ-
ists, in partnership with both local communities and the k, intended to 
demonstrate one way in which both self-determination and peacebuilding 
might be achieved in practice. At this point it is important to note that in 
day-to-day life, understandings of who was considered an “activist” were 
highly fluid and situational. While the majority of people developing the 
peace park were professionals, working full-time for the activist organi-
zation Karen Environmental and Social Action Network, many had their 
roots in Indigenous subsistence farming communities (something I explore 
in more detail in chapter ). Likewise, as I dwell on a little longer in chapters 
 and , upland rotational cultivators were on occasion drawn into activism.

	ese k activists were, and still are, in the process of transform-
ing , km (slightly larger than Brunei and a little under half the size 
of East Timor) of highly contested terrain in southeast Myanmar into an 
Indigenous-run conservation zone (see map ). As the first flyer of the 
Salween Peace Park proclaims, they were carving out a place for “all liv-
ing things sharing peace.” To achieve these goals, Indigenous practices and 
modes of dwelling, as well as small-scale efforts to protect ecologies, were 
translated and rescaled into both government and conservation policy. My 
curiosity piqued, I decided to move away from a focus on diasporic entan-
glements to concentrate on struggles over land, conservation, and sover-
eignty, focusing on the mountainous Mutraw District where the Salween 
Peace Park was being enacted. 

Together with the activists, we settled on one village to act as a base 
for my fieldwork—“where many of Indigenous practices are still strong,” as 



��� �. �e Salween Peace Park. Map by Ben Pease (based on a map by the Karen 
Environmental and Social Action Network).
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Doh K’Oh, one of the activists, put it. Given my initial frustrated attempts 
at multi-sited fieldwork, the physical restraints imposed on my movement 
by the monsoon season, and continued threats of warfare, I decided to 
stick to one particular area in the Mutraw highlands along the Salween 
River. As such, I spent nearly eight months (from January to September 
) in and around the village I call Ta K’	wee Duh, or Misty Village. 
	e village sits high atop the Bu 	oe ridge that, at , meters above 
sea level, towers over the Salween River in the east ( meters above sea 
level) while lying close to a k-built road (which I discuss in more detail 
in chapters  and ). 

While the village is nestled in an area ridden with armed conflict, which 
the Tatmadaw referred to as an insurgent “black zone” and “free fire zone” 
until the ceasefire of  (k ; Smith ), much of the heavy 
fighting passed around the village. 	e residents of Ta K’	wee Duh and the 
other villages across this ridgetop were overwhelmingly subsistence farm-
ers, sustaining themselves and their families primarily though swidden/
shifting cultivation. 	e highlands along the Salween River are, however, far 
from uniformly of high altitude and instead divided into valleys and hills. As 
I shall demonstrate, topographic differences had significant effects on the 
political landscape of the Mutraw District. Capital from development and 
infrastructural projects, be they of k or non-governmental organizations 
(s), tended to “jump over” the Bu 	oe ridge and remain in the regional 
centers that were often found at lower elevations. 

From the vantage point of this one village, I could begin exploring vexed, 
overlapping, and highly indeterminate perspectives on how landscapes 
were and could be possessed, and highly localized ad hoc attempts to pro-
tect ecologies, in a region that was slowly becoming incorporated into the 
Salween Peace Park. Woven into this more classic anthropological fieldwork 
are my ongoing conversations with central figures from within Indigenous 
ecological activist groups, mostly based in Chiang Mai in 	ailand, along 
with conversations with other activists, military figures, and local academ-
ics—periodically shifting back and forth between the highlands of southeast 
Myanmar and Chiang Mai. 	is work was supplemented with desk research 
on archival sources and analysis of policy documents such as land laws and 
charters and, to a lesser degree, my initial fieldwork in upstate New York.

p    Rp

Spending time in Ta K’	wee Duh, I learned how the Indigenous people 
regularly treated landscapes as possessed in the double and entangled senses 
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of the word: as occupied or haunted by unseen more-than-human presences 
and as owned by these presences. Not only the loh, but all lands and waters 
were understood as, ultimately, borrowed by humans from their spectral 
owners, to be returned at a later date. Here I use the term spectral to denote 
something whose presence, while sensed, was never quite seen, understood 
to be just off the visual spectrum, yet felt in the effects they have on people’s 
lives. By spectral I allude not simply to “ghosts” that go bump in the night, 
but rather to all unseen yet powerful presences that can hold dominion over 
a certain area.

Part  of this book, “Possession,” focuses on the area around Ta K’	wee 
Duh and on Indigenous practices and cosmologies of possession and power. 
Chapter  delves deeper into the notion of “possessed landscapes,” while 
chapters  and  explore the implications of this notion on regimes of 
ownership and sovereignty, respectively. Part , “Dispossession/Reposses-
sion,” tacks back and forth across the border, delving deeper into growing 
threats of dispossession and the way various activists/Indigenous people 
experimented with these alternative modes of ownership and sovereignty 
to repossess their landscapes. Chapter  traces processes of dispossession 
in southeast Myanmar and the ways Indigenous practices were being prag-
matically translated into burgeoning countermovements, while chapter  
analyzes in situ struggles to reterritorialize the Mutraw hills as a mode of 
alter-politics. 	e sixth and final chapter then focuses on the Salween Peace 
Park itself, exploring how by rescaling these struggles into a large-scale pro-
tected area, the activists behind it were prefiguring alternative, more peace-
ful, futures. 

	roughout, I take Indigenous practices, cosmologies, and concepts of 
possession seriously. I treat notions and practices of living together with 
humans and more-than-humans alike—what I describe as conviviality—as 
situated and radically alternative regimes of ownership and sovereignty: 
radically alternative in the sense that they present another way forward, 
beyond hegemonic regimes of individual ownership, state sovereignty, and 
extractivism that had left Myanmar bogged down in intractable conflict for 
decades. To paraphrase Saidiya Hartman (, xvii), the wild idea that ani-
mates this book is that these activists/Indigenous people are radical think-
ers who tirelessly imagined other ways to live and tirelessly never failed to 
consider that the world might be otherwise. 

Much like the Indigenous people and activists themselves, I attempt to 
hold in focus the two meanings of possession: the cosmological sense of the 
landscapes as occupied or haunted by more-than-human beings and the 
political-ecological sense of control and ownership of contested landscapes. 
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	e title of this book plays on these entwined and contested connotations 
of possessed. In combining these different senses of possession, the Indig-
enous experiments with conservation and sovereignty I describe emerge 
as highly sophisticated ways of looking anew at the protracted political 
impasse in southeast Myanmar. 	ey gesture toward and prefigure radi-
cally new approaches to securing peace and protecting biodiversity. At the 
same time, as the quote from the k general suggests, these experiments 
also continue seven decades of struggle for Indigenous autonomy. Further-
more, in speaking of possessed landscapes, I take landscapes as “a starting 
point” in order to study the “structural synchronicities between ecology, 
capital, and the human and more-than-human-histories” (Tsing, Mathews, 
and Bubandt , ). And following Munira Khayyat, I find that think-
ing through landscapes helps to “ethnographically grasp war’s continuing 
presence in the warp and weft of living” (, ). As I show, in southeast 
Myanmar everyday life, conflict, conservation, and revolution have become 
increasingly interwoven.

p   

	ree overarching and overlapping themes emerge out of my understanding 
of possession and run throughout this book: violent contact zones; spec-
tral subjects and sovereignties; and experiments in translation, scale, and 
autonomy. While, for the sake of clarity, I divide these into three separate 
streams, they are intricately entwined. 

Violent Contact Zones
Over the years pathbreaking work has been carried out in highland areas of 
Southeast Asia such as those in southeast Myanmar. In this body of scholar-
ship, upland spaces are understood in relation to galactic polities and the 
geo-bodies of nation-states (Tambiah ; Winichakul ) and grasped 
in terms such as borderworlds, non-state spaces, or (capitalist) frontiers (Li 
a; Sadan ; Scott ; Tsing ). 	is book brings such work 
into dialogue with the notion of contact zones. It ethnographically exam-
ines both historical and day-to-day encounters along the Salween and how 
such encounters have shaped and continue to shape landscapes. In drawing 
on the work of Mary Louise Pratt (, ) and James Clifford (), 
this book explores how these highlands are not only sites of domination but 
also of continuing relations, shot through with experimentation, improvisa-
tion, negotiation, and co-option. 	ese are ongoing “contact histories” and 
“stories of struggle” that are disruptive, where power imbalances are not 
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resolved but endure into the future (Clifford , ). Furthermore, con-
tact zones are not only sites of violence and struggle but also of intimacy, 
desire, and dependency (Faier ; Yeoh and Willis ; Wilson ), 
where negotiation takes place between humans and more-than-humans 
alike (Haraway ; see also Govindrajan ).

Beginning in chapter , I show how practices and cosmologies along the 
Salween River were always interwoven with histories of violence, leaving 
them constantly unsettled and unsettling. Armed conflict undoes and refig-
ures people’s relations with one another, with their landscapes, and with 
the more-than-human world, remaking not only societies and ecologies 
but also the cosmos itself (cf. Ruiz-Serna ). Practices and cosmologies 
were constantly coming unstuck and open to renegotiation—in the grips of 
“continuous birth” (Ingold , ). Contact zones are “relational ensem-
bles sustained through processes of cultural borrowing, appropriation and 
translation—multidirectional processes” (Clifford , ). Yet, in the 
midst of these processes of renegotiation, I found that many histories and 
practices endured, passed down through the generations. I attempt to grasp 
them less as hybrid (Latour ) or plural (McConnachie )—which 
would suggest the finished products of these processes—but more as ongo-
ing, unsettled, and highly flexible.

Spectral Subjects and Sovereignties 
As I have already hinted, people in the highlands of Mutraw regularly treated 
their landscapes as teeming with more-than-human life, both biotic—from 
microbes to elephants—and spectral. In deploying the term spectral, I lean 
on its other ramifying connotations, to attempt to draw out a sense of these 
unseen more-than-humans as perpetually ineffable and indeterminate, 
almost impossible to pin down (cf. Bubandt , ). I explore how people 
could never be certain of their identity. People could only intuit these beings 
by sensing their presence on their own bodies, in dreams, and in their effects 
on everyday life by way of active experimentation. 

In taking this perspective, in chapter , I bring it into conversation with 
scholarship on the ways in which, in many places around the world, both 
animals and specters are regularly treated as fellow persons, with whom 
humans were continually engaged in social relations (Chao ; Descola 
; Kimmerer [] ). Much akin to other groups of Indigenous 
peoples across the globe, the residents of the Mutraw highlands constantly 
strove to ray daw (make friends)—that is to say, make and maintain good 
relations with one another and their environments (cf. Govindrajan ; 
TallBear ; Wildcat ). I gloss these processes, as mentioned above, as 
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conviviality, or living with and living well with others (Büscher and Fletcher 
; Illich [] ). 

One corollary of landscapes busy with spectral persons, which I explore 
in depth in chapter , was that the human residents regularly spoke of the 
land they lived and farmed on as hee loh (borrowed) from its “real” spectral 
owners, intimating a logic of custodianship. 	is became particularly evi-
dent in the case of specters referred to as k’sah, or “owners,” said to own cer-
tain trees, lakes, the lands around a village, or even all land and waterways. 

I conceptualize the continual striving for conviviality between humans, 
animals, plants, and specters by describing these highlands as possessed 
landscapes, in the dual and entangled sense mentioned previously: of 
unseen persons both occupying and haunting landscapes as well as con-
trolling and owning them. Returning to the notion of contact zones, in this 
book I understand possessed landscapes as naturalcultural or “more-than-
human contact zones” (Haraway ; Isaacs and Otruba ) between the 
human and the spectral realms, where people are perpetually negotiating 
with specters: avoiding certain areas where they are said to reside; strictly 
observing ta du ta htu, or “taboos,” so as not to vex them; and conducting lu 
ta that, while literally meaning “to feed,” entails making offerings, propitiat-
ing, and entreating them. 

To this end, in chapter , I argue that practices and cosmologies of pos-
sessed landscapes delineate alternative modes of both ownership and sov-
ereignty. Chapter  explores how along the lower reaches of the Salween 
River, the Myanmar government remained distant, such that the k acted 
as a de facto state, with its own state departments and laws. However, at 
higher elevations, such as along the Bu 	oe ridge, its sovereignty also grew 
threadbare. Nevertheless, I found it difficult to square the ethnography I 
had collected with common portrayals of such highland areas as pockets 
of “anarchy” (Gibson and Sillander ; Scott ). Insofar as the term 
anarchy comes from the Greek for “no ruler” (Morris , ) or “without 
government” (Barclay , –), it was not so much the case that sover-
eignty was lacking but rather that sovereignty was held in spectral hands. I 
describe this mode of politics as “spectral sovereignty.”

Experiments in Translation, Scale, and Autonomy
Riffing off Kevin Woods’s () notion of “ceasefire capitalism,” I describe 
the startling uptick in violence and dispossession that shadowed the  
ceasefire agreements (see also Aung ; Barbesgaard ; Woods ) 
as a form of ceasefire territorialization. As I show, the Tatmadaw contin-
ued its counterinsurgency against villagers in these highlands—only now 
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visited upon them by other means, through expanding economic and reli-
gious spheres. In response, growing ensembles of Indigenous people, activ-
ists, and armed revolutionary groups began pushing back against these new 
threats of dispossession by experimenting with Indigenous modes of con-
servation and autonomy. 

In chapter , I delve into how these ensembles of villagers-cum-activists 
were enacting this pushback through pragmatic translations of Indigenous 
politics of possession. 	ey were experimenting with translating local prac-
tices and cosmologies into “customary territories” and conservation zones 
and creating “counter-maps” (Peluso ; see also Chao , –). In 
this manner, they were able to begin repelling encroachments onto their 
lands from both the Myanmar state and actors from within the k state. 
Chapter  goes on to explore how Indigenous people in the Mutraw hills 
were increasingly experimenting with spectral sovereignty as a way to pro-
tect their landscapes from dispossession, creating ad hoc conservation areas 
and pockets of autonomy. I follow Ghassan Hage () in describing these 
actions as alter-politics that gesture toward radically different ways of being 
enmeshed in the world. Furthermore, I draw on the notion of “symbiotic 
events” (Stengers , ) to show how these experiments with Indigenous 
conservation, in creating tiny pockets of autonomy, were not only clashing 
with but also intermittently becoming aligned with the k’s long struggle 
for greater self-determination. I end this book by showing how k was 
building on these fleeting moments of alignment to compose the Salween 
Peace Park. 

In the final chapter, I show how the activists from k experimented 
with rescaling Indigenous practices of possessed landscapes, tirelessly 
laboring to adapt small-scale in situ practices in the Mutraw hills so as to 
make them legible (Scott ) on the scale of national and transnational 
politics. 	ey also worked top-down, lobbying to create laws and policies, 
clearing a space within the k’s legal landscape where such alternative 
modes of ownership and sovereignty could take root (Hong ). By work-
ing across scales, they were playfully “messing” with scale to suit the situ-
ation at hand, unsettling and subverting both geographical and political 
levels of action in the process. In this manner, they prefigured alternative 
futures that upended established notions of conservation and revolution (cf. 
Krøijer ; Maeckelbergh ). 

	e Salween Peace Park, I argue, is thus a form of “liberation conserva-
tion,” in which the demand to create an Indigenous-run protected area is 
deeply wedded to the demand for self-determination. Before getting into the 
nitty-gritty of how I approached these themes in my fieldwork, let me first 
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contextualize this book with an abridged history of chronic conflict in high-
land southeast Myanmar, which I braid together with Indigenous histories.

H  C, ,  Rl

	e borderlands along the lower Salween River are steeped in deep histo-
ries of contact and violent conflict. Upland areas oscillated between sites 
of violent territorial tussles and largely autonomous buffer zones between 
successive city-states and empires for hundreds, if not thousands, of years 
(Gravers ; Scott ; South ). Located at the interstices of nation-
states and of human and more-than-human realms, I follow Pratt (, 
–) in describing this area as a contact zone where “cultures meet, clash and 
grapple with each other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of 
power.” 	e “contact history” perhaps most pertinent to the current political 
predicaments along the Salween River, which I focus on here, followed the 
colonization of this area by the British Empire. As I show in chapter , people 
still live in and with the ruins of this particular historical conjuncture. 

In the mid-nineteenth century, following the Second Anglo-Burmese 
War, the lower Salween highlands were forcibly annexed to British India 
and officially designated as a “frontier area.” Following this designation, the 
newly minted Salween District was placed under indirect rule, with day-to-
day governance left to “tribal chieftains” (Furnivall , ). Described in 
British colonial records as a “wilderness of mountains” (Burma Gazetteer 
, ), the Salween District covered most of modern-day Northern Karen 
State, bordered by the 	aton (Doo 	a Htoo) District to the south, the 
Toungoo (Ta-Oo) Division and the Karenni State to the north, and 	ailand 
to the east. By some accounts, this area, particularly the area now known as 
the Mutraw District, has never been brought fully under centralized state 
rule and continues to be largely autonomous from the Myanmar state to this 
day (Jolliffe , ). 	e creation of these frontier zones and the resulting 
“indirect” governance were, however, part of what Mikael Gravers describes 
as a colonial “political and economic policy of divide and rule” to segre-
gate certain groups and make them more governable (, –). 	is 
“indirect” rule was by no means tantamount to people being left to their 
own devices, isolated from the rest of Burma (proper). On the contrary, the 
classification of these highlands as a frontier initiated a massive intensifica-
tion of (violent) contact—first with missionaries and venture capitalists and 
steadily with the colonial state in the guise of the forestry department. 

	e majority of the people living in the Mutraw highlands refer to them-
selves and their language as Pwakanyaw, literally meaning “human” or 



	I 

“humankind.” As Violet Cho suggests, this term denotes “human becoming” 
(, n) as a process rather than a fixed identity. Consequently, through-
out this book, I refer to my interlocutors as Pwakanyaw in accord with the 
practices of the people themselves and the scholars who write about them 
(Cho , ; Trakansuphakon ). Following the intensification of 
contact between Pwakanyaw (and other Karenic-language speakers across 
Burma) with colonial and missionary practices and discourses under Brit-
ish rule, this identification began to shift. Increasingly, these dispersed and 
heterogeneous peoples began to speak of themselves as belonging to a wider 
group, denoted by the exonym “Karen.” 

	is notion of shared “Karen-ness” was initially articulated as daw k’lu, 
or “all the tribes” (Fujimura , –; Christie ), by missionaries 
and missionary-educated Pwakanyaw intellectuals such as Dr. T. 	anbyah, 
who studied theology in upstate New York. Consequently, missionaries and 
churches were, and continue to be, pivotal in the Karen movement (Christie 
; Gravers ; Horstmann a). Yet cases of missionary appropria-
tion and co-option are rarely so simple, nor are those being preached to so 
passive: Proselytizing is a multidirectional process (cf. Clifford , ). As 
the notion of a separate “Karen People” began to take root across colonial 
Burma, reinforced by the growing power of Karen church groups, it was 
accompanied by a crescendo of calls for a corresponding homeland in which 
these people could reside. 	is new homeland, a “Karen Country” origi-
nally located in what is now known as the Tanintharyi Region of southern 
Myanmar (San C. Po , ), was later christened Kawthoolei. 	is name 
may be translated as either “the land of the thoo lei flower,” a kind of crêpe 
ginger that my interlocutors explained indicates soil fertility, or “the earth 
burned black,” intimating that the land is well suited for swidden cultiva-
tion—which involves clearing areas of forest for farming with the help of 
controlled burning (Gravers , ).

By , the Karen National Association (k) was established. 	e k 
then began to flesh out and amplify calls for Karen nationhood, a place for 
“all the tribes” to live together. While vague assurances of Karen nation-
hood were made by colonial authorities throughout their reign, no provi-
sions were made for an autonomous Karen homeland when Burma gained 
its independence in , following several years under Japanese occupation 
during World War II (Walton , –). During the occupation, com-
munities along the Salween River overwhelmingly sided with the British 
colonists, becoming embroiled in a bloody guerrilla war against both the 
Japanese Empire and their allies, the Burma Independence Army (). 	is 
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guerrilla war and the resulting violent reprisals visited on the civilian popu-
lation cost countless lives and displaced whole villages (South , –). 

When many of the central figures (the “thirty comrades”) behind the 
 such as Aung San (Aung San Suu Kyi’s father) and Ne Win (who later 
became the country’s dictator) quickly took leadership positions (as prime 
minister and chief of staff of the armed forces, respectively) in the newly 
independent Union of Burma, many Karen were understandably wary. 	e 
kA and three other Karen organizations joined forces in  to form the 
k, and following a series of reprisal attacks that turned into intercom-
munal violence between Karen and Burman villages in , the k went 
underground. An armed wing of the k, the Karen National Liberation 
Army (kl), was formed, and revolution was officially declared on Janu-
ary , .

	is revolutionary war was, however, slow to reach up into the Mutraw 
highlands. As many of the villagers who were alive at this time attested to 
me, the s were a period of relative calm, punctuated by sporadic armed 
clashes between the k and the Tatmadaw. After the original heart of the 
revolution, the Irrawaddy Delta in southwestern Burma, fell to the resurgent 
Tatmadaw, by the mid-s these still largely autonomous “frontier areas” 
in Mutraw became the new “nucleus” of the Karen struggle (Furnivall , 
–; Lintner ). 	e situation changed dramatically in the mid-s 
when the county’s ascendant dictator General Ne Win (who, as noted, was 
one of the “thirty comrades”) began to enact a counterinsurgency program 
to “liquidate the insurgents” (Smith , ), known as pya ley pya, or the 
“four cuts.”

	e aim of this counterinsurgency program was to “cut” the four main 
links between the revolution and their civilian bases: food, funds, intelli-
gence, and recruits (Smith , ). 	is was to be carried out by dis-
possessing villages and resettling them out of reach of the revolutionary 
movements. In one fell swoop, upland communities in much of southeast 
Myanmar became “black zones” of “hard-core” insurgency. 	e Tatmadaw 
were then given carte blanche to use any means necessary to remove the 
civilian population and transform an area into a “white zone” or “peace 
area.” While sustained fighting never quite reached the top of the Bu 	oe 
ridge (where I conducted the lion’s share of my research), many of the vil-
lagers’ kin and kith living closer to the Salween River witnessed this coun-
terinsurgency firsthand. One specific example, which I detail in chapter , 
occurred in the area of 	ee Mu Hta, a short distance from Ta K’	wee Duh 
and where many of the villagers’ kin resided. 
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After a drawn-out battle, the Tatmadaw wrested control of 	ee Mu Hta, 
and this hamlet and former kl base was declared a white zone. 	e Tat-
madaw then began making regular visits to the nearest village of Dweh Kee 
Duh, demanding taxes and insisting that the residents relocate to the newly 
established so-called peace area. My neighbor’s oldest brother, Hpu Htoo, 
who still lived in Dweh Kee Duh, explained that when the villagers refused, 
the Tatmadaw burned their rice fields and their granaries to the ground to 
intimidate them into moving. Martin Smith has shown that this was the 
case throughout Burma; in the “four cuts” campaign, “there [was] no such 
thing as an innocent or neutral villager. Every community must fight, flee 
or join the Tatmadaw” (, ). All villagers living in “black zones” were 
classified as potential kl combatants or collaborators and thus legiti-
mate targets. In the wake of this strategy, villagers all along the Salween 
faced shoot-on-sight orders, and their homes and fields were regularly plun-
dered and razed to the ground, with the remains littered with landmines 
in scorched earth tactics (k , )—giving new meaning to the 
translation of the shared Karen homeland of Kawthoolei as “earth burned 
black.” 	ese tactics were intended to force civilians to flee from such black 
zones where the k/kl were most active, either across the border or 
to newly established white zones/peace areas that acted much like the “stra-
tegic hamlets” the United States employed in Laos and Vietnam, insulated 
from the revolution (Smith ). I learned that, while many of the original 
residents of the area around Dweh Kee Duh had fled to the refugee camps 
across the river in 	ailand, the kl, who retained a strong presence in 
this area, were able to eventually push the Tatmadaw back to their barracks 
and surround them with landmines hemming them in. 

In the wake of these brutal counterinsurgency tactics, hundreds of 
thousands of civilians, much like the residents of Dweh Kee Duh, were 
forced to flee to the refugee camps in 	ailand from the s onward. 
Unable to return home, a whole new generation came into contact not 
only with more missionaries but also with a wide array of international 
non-governmental organizations (s) that provided education and 
training steeped in notions of human and Indigenous rights and ecological 
sustainability. While a ceasefire was brokered between the k and the Tat-
madaw in , armed conflict and dispossession did not abate; as outlined 
in chapter , the fighting simply became more insidious. Increasingly, under 
the pretext of so-called development and conservation, the Tatmadaw 
were remobilizing in ceasefire areas to “secure” such projects, effectively 
dispossessing civilians and establishing control over earlier k territories 
(Woods , ). 
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In the wake of this wave of mass dispossession, a new generation of revo-
lutionaries was emerging. 	is new generation carried on their forebears’ 
struggle for self-determination but by other means—moving away from 
armed insurgency to edge ever closer to Indigenous and ecological activ-
ism, as evidenced by the Salween Peace Park (I explore this project in detail 
in chapter ). 	is, however, is but one way of narrating this history. 	e 
Indigenous people of these highlands had their own particular manner of 
telling this story, which is often left out of “official” accounts. 

Indigenous Histories
Along the Salween River, people often spoke of themselves and their practices 
as Moh La Pa Lah, “people who feed and follow the practices of their ances-
tors” (cf. Buadaeng ), or 	oo Hkoh. While the literal translation of �oo 
Hkoh is “black heads,” American missionary Jonathan Wade defines this term 
aptly as “worldly people, unbelievers” (, ). When I asked elders in Ta 
K’	wee Duh to help me get a better impression of Indigenous/	oo Hkoh 
histories of these highlands, they were prone to telling one of two types of 
tales: those of events within living memory, such as World War II and the end 
of colonialism, which some of the eldest villagers had lived through, or those 
of cosmogony, on how the universe came into being. As noted earlier, these 
histories were continually coming unstuck and being reshaped in the face of 
decades of armed conflict. What follows is an abbreviated version of the way 
Hpee 	oo, one of oldest women in Ta K’	wee Duh, narrated this tale to me: 

In the beginning there was only wind, sky, and water. In the water 
there lived one fish, and in the sky one bird, a htoe hklu (a Drongo 
bird of the Dicrurus genus). On the water there was a tiny clod 
of earth the size of a large seed. Out of this clod of earth grew a 
banyan tree, forming a tiny island.

On this island lived Mu Khah with her daughter (who is never 
named). However, because neither of them had the ability to cre-
ate anything new, the world remained in this state for a long time, 
just wind, sky, and water. 	is and the inhabitants of this tiny 
island, one fish and one bird. 

But one day, while her daughter was playing by this vast and 
endless ocean, stirring up the water with her hand, she created 
eddies that fermented the surface so that it began to foam and 
bubble. All of a sudden, one of the bubbles burst and a little boy 
appeared out of it. She took the boy to her mother, who named 
him Y’wa, meaning “to flow like water.” 
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As this boy grew older, he began to realize that, unlike Mu 
Khah and her daughter, he was possessed with ta thoo ta pgho: 
the potency or power of creation. 	is potency allowed him to 
create new matter, to build on this desolate world. So one day, 
while Mu Khah and her daughter were distracted, he drafted 
the bird and the fish to help him smuggle tiny clods of earth 
from under the banyan tree and transplant them to another 
area. From these tiny clods, they slowly created the first land-
mass. [In some iterations there was a termite nest in the Banyan 
tree and these insects also helped Y’wa with this task.] Eventu-
ally, Y’wa, together with these animals, created all the earth 
that humans, animals, and specters alike reside upon. Later 
Y’wa folded the earth to create the hills and valleys that form 
the landscapes of the earth as we now know it. Upon forming 
the landscape, Y’wa set to work populating it by creating all 
the other animals and the humans that now exist. 	e two first 
humans he fashioned were a woman and a man, Naw Eh Oo and 
Saw Ah Dah. 

After spending some time with his creations, Y’wa eventually 
decided to leave the earth to reside in Mu Hkoh (the sky, heaven, 
or firmament), never to be seen or heard from again. Upon leav-
ing, he took most of the ta thoo ta pgho, the potency to create 
new matter, with him. However, he left a few deposits, littered 
in the landscape, in places he had touched, in a few exceptional 
beings such as k’sah (his “emissaries”), and a tiny fraction in the 
bodies of all male and female flora and fauna so they might also 
create new life. He no longer intervenes in earthly affairs, and 
the ta thoo ta pgho he left behind is finite, slowly waning for each 
generation that passes. 

In these tales the history of creation is not abstract but rather embedded 
in specific contours of the landscape (cf. Hau‘ofa ). As such, histories 
are never inert. 	ey continued on in the deposits of ta thoo ta pgho, of 
“potency,” that Y’wa left behind in places he had touched (I address these 
points more thoroughly in chapter ). Yet this potency, this power of cre-
ation, could not be accessed directly. While Y’wa was revered as a kind of 
demiurge, in day-to-day matters one had to pray to, propitiate, and beseech 
his k’loo (ambassadors or emissaries), the k’sah. I delve deeper into who 
these emissaries are and their effects on everyday life and politics in chapter 
. However, their potency was also waning. 
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	rough this Indigenous lens, the arrival of the white foreigner in the 
form of missionaries in the early s, and some years later colonialists, 
was regularly grasped via the tale of a returning pu dee wah, or “younger 
white brother.” 	is tale is perhaps one of the most well-documented Indig-
enous histories among Pwakanyaw, residing in both Myanmar and 	ai-
land (see Cheesman ; Hayami ; Marshall ; Renard ; South 
). I was regaled with these tales on numerous occasions throughout my 
stay in these highlands and was regularly referred to as pu dee wah. 

In broad brushstrokes, these tales detail how, at some undisclosed point 
after creation, there were three human brothers. 	ese three brothers were 
to become the main groups of humanity: the oldest brother is the ances-
tor of all Pwakanyaw (here, in the sense of all Karenic-language speaking 
groups); the middle brother is the ancestor of all dark-skinned peoples; 
and the youngest brother, pu dee wah, is the ancestor of all light-skinned 
peoples. When Y’wa came to collect these first humans, the oldest brother, 
the ancestor of the Pwakanyaw, was away working in his rice field and they 
left without him. Later he lost his “golden book” of knowledge given to him 
by Y’wa, or it was stolen by his youngest brother. 	e oldest brother then 
found himself orphaned, alone, and with no written language. Eventually, he 
migrated to the Mutraw highlands along the Salween, being the first human 
to step foot here, and his progeny are the current Pwakanyaw residents. It 
is prophesized that pu dee wah, the younger white brother, would one day 
come back and return his older brother’s golden book, along with their lost 
knowledge. 

In this framework, goh la wah, or white foreigners, be they missionaries 
or anthropologists, are frequently seen as this returning sibling and spoken 
of as obligated to help their long-suffering older brother. As one visiting 
elder insisted to me, the eyes of those goh la wah who do not help their 
older brother will turn khah (pale), implying they will become blind. 	is 
tale has been the subject of much heated academic debate since the s 
(Hayami ; Keyes [] , ; Rajah ; Renard ). Eschew-
ing early missionary notions that these tales add credence to the proposition 
that Pwakanyaw are “fallen” Christians, these tales are regularly taken to 
be the result of the machinations of Christianized elites who have rewrit-
ten and co-opted histories to entrench their own political dominance. More 
recently, however, researchers have begun foregrounding the syncretic 
aspects of these oral histories to argue that they evidence an Indigenous 
mode of dealing with alterity. 

Anthropologist Yoko Hayami argues that these stories illustrate an Indig-
enous regime of causality and temporality, where events are apprehended 
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ex post facto, after the fact, as a premonition or a prophesy (, ). In 
this manner, inexplicable events and alterity—whether in the form of pale-
faced missionaries preaching the gospel or of visiting anthropologists—are 
drawn into existing narrative schemes and histories to contextualize them 
and give them meaning. Events, and indeed history itself, are understood 
not in a unilineal temporal sequence but rather in a far more circular and ad 
hoc manner: ex post facto. Histories are constantly reworked in relation to 
pressing current events.

	ese oral histories might be best understood as an Indigenous archive 
of the past, as “contact histories” that are constantly reworked. Indigenous 
histories are littered with fragments and remains of Christian tales. 	e 
names of the first two humans, Naw Eh Oo and Saw Ah Dah, are strikingly 
similar to that of the biblical figures Eve and Adam, and men who actively 
defined themselves as 	oo Hkoh or Bah Hpaw (a syncretic form of Bud-
dhism) regularly referred to finding their wife as “getting my rib back.” In the 
next section, I elaborate how we might grasp these pliable and often playful 
histories and practices. 

Tw  ll M--H  
ll El 

When approaching contexts in which people struggle over access and con-
trol of their landscapes, it is important to carefully balance political analy-
sis with taking Indigenous cosmologies seriously. On the one hand, if one 
focuses too intently on Indigenous cosmologies, one risks becoming analyt-
ically blinded to the constant multiscalar struggles over power and owner-
ship underpinning them (Bessire and Bond ; Hornborg b; Vigh and 
Sausdal ). Such political struggles over possession lie at the very heart 
of this book. Yet if one focuses too doggedly on political struggles for power 
and possession, one risks treating the land as a set of extractable resources 
and eclipsing awareness of the interdependence of human and more-than-
human lives (cf. Escobar ; Karlsson )—a perspective at the heart of 
both Indigenous experiments with conservation and my research. In trying 
to understand politically complex places such as the highlands along the 
lower Salween River, and practices such as those of possessed landscapes, 
this fine balance can be exceedingly difficult to achieve. 

When I began conducting fieldwork in the Mutraw highlands, I was 
determined to earnestly engage with both politics and Indigenous cosmolo-
gies. But I quickly noticed the ways in which the residents themselves were, 
in certain circumstances, less than deadly serious. People regularly engaged 
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in highly indeterminate, pragmatic, and, at times, playful relations with his-
tories and with the world. Beyond easy binaries, the politics of possession 
were constantly (re)negotiated in the grip of “worldly” encounters (Tsing 
, ). Here, the old missionary translation of the descriptor 	oo Hkoh 
as “worldly people” and “unbelievers,” whether intended or not, becomes 
immensely apt.

 As Cho () stresses is the case in the Christian Pwakanyaw communi-
ties she studies, the notion of “belief” cannot be understood independently 
from the practices/actions that animate it: Belief (tana, in Pwakanyaw) and 
action (tama) are intimately entangled. Stretching this understanding a lit-
tle, I argue that what is at stake has less to do with belief (in the traditional 
sense of the word) in these more-than-human actors than their “power to 
work” (James , )—their effect on the world. 

In this manner, I suggest a methodological move toward a more play-
ful more-than-human political ecology that is engaged and critical—taking 
both cosmologies and politics seriously, while remaining agnostic to both. I 
deploy the word playful here to emphasize the manner in which my inter-
locutors often spoke and acted: with a certain twinkle in the eye, suggesting 
both lightheartedness and a willingness to experiment with different roles 
and practices. Fittingly, Donna Haraway describes the constant oscillation 
inherent in contact zones between efforts to conserve a relational order and 
efforts to hash out new modes of relating as a form of play, where “play breaks 
the rules to make something else happen” (, ). However, this is not 
to say that such play was frivolous or flippant; rather, it was playing seriously. 

Taking Both Cosmologies and Politics Seriously
People’s day-to-day practices along the Salween River—particularly, their 
relations to the environment as possessed by biotic and spectral more-than-
human actors, from tigers to ancestors—are usually gathered under the 
rubric of “animism,” or as one specific iteration of the mode of “hierarchical” 
animism prevalent in Southeast Asia (Århem ; see also Sahlins ). In 
this book, however, I do not tackle thorny issues of religion head-on. While 
I touch on the topic obliquely in chapters  and , a deep dive into the blis-
teringly complex and highly vexed nature of religion in southeast Myanmar 
is beyond the remit of this particular book. 	ere is already a plethora of 
scholars who do a sterling job of describing and analyzing religion among 
Karenic-language-speaking groups across Myanmar and 	ailand (see 
Buadaeng ; Chambers ; Cole ; Gravers ; Hayami ; 
Horstmann b). Accordingly, I treat practices and cosmologies labeled 
as 	oo Hkoh/Moh La Pa Lah as “more a sensibility, tendency, or style of 
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engaging with the world and the beings or things that populate it” (Swancutt 
) and as “orientations” (Bielo ). 	ese practices are an aesthetic and 
a way of being enmeshed with the world. 

In previous studies from Myanmar, practices and histories similar to 
those discussed in this book are regularly categorized under the rubric of 
nats, and their interferences in human lives and politics are grasped as part 
of “supernatural belief systems” (Leach ; Spiro [] ). 	us, in 
Burma and beyond, “supernatural beliefs” are commonly understood as, 
in Edmund Leach’s words, “in the last analysis, nothing more than ways 
of describing the formal relationships that exist between real persons and 
real groups” (, )—that is to say, metaphorical representations of real 
events, which should be properly understood as symbolic (see also Willer-
slev , ). 

A tendency remains in contemporary political anthropological accounts 
to pay respect to such “beliefs,” insofar as this respect does not undermine 
the “critical realism” in which scientific writing and politics are grounded 
(Graeber ; Hornborg a, b). A similar critical realism under-
girding most forms of political ecology “starts from the premise that the 
world exists independently of our knowledge of it and that its very inde-
pendence means that human knowledge is not itself reality, but a represen-
tation of it” (Neumann , –). A corollary of this critical realism in 
both political ecological and many political anthropological accounts alike 
is that, in the last analysis, tigers, mountains, and most of what we name 
“nature” more generally should be treated as inert resources to be managed 
by human political action (Peluso and Watts ; Sikor and Lund ). 
In such theoretical schools, spectral persons are reduced to “beliefs”—as 
opposed to “how the world is, as a matter of empirical fact, constituted” 
(Good , ; see also Apter , ). Implicit in the notion of belief is the 
tacit premise that, in opposition to “fact,” belief is essentially a “logical error” 
(Favret-Saada , n). But what happens when we do not take a point of 
departure in the notion of belief?

In this book I join the growing chorus of critical voices who have begun 
questioning the grounding of both political anthropology and political ecol-
ogy more generally in a critical realism. Political ecology approaches often 
translate Indigenous peoples’ own histories and practices, hedged in the inex-
tricable entanglement of human and more-than-human, into beliefs or repre-
sentations of the “actual” struggles over control of natural resources (Escobar 
; Karlsson , ; see also Chao ; B. R. Middleton , ).

Perhaps one of the most prominent voices pushing back against such 
approaches is Marisol de la Cadena, who attempts to bring Indigenous 
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worlds and political accounts together in her work among Quechua people 
in the Peruvian Andes. She argues that belief does not necessarily medi-
ate the relations between humans and various unseen more-than-humans 
(, ). It was not so much, as she shows, that people “believe” in what 
they termed tirakuna, or “Earth Beings”—who bear a strong resemblance to 
the kaw k’sah (spectral sovereigns) I discuss in detail in chapter —as it was 
that an Earth Being “is, period” (, ), enacted in everyday practices of 
being/becoming together. 

De la Cadena’s argument bears a striking resemblance to Benedict Ander-
son’s ideas on power in Java as “concrete, homogeneous, constant in total 
quality, and without inherent moral implications . . . Power is” (, –). 
Earth Beings, like power in Java and “potency” in Southeast Asia more gen-
erally (Chua et al. ; Errington ), are not something mediated and 
cannot be questioned directly but rather are hypostatized as part and parcel 
of people’s everyday reality. De la Cadena strives to “take seriously (per-
haps literally) the presence in politics of those actors, which, being other 
than human, the dominant disciplines assigned either to nature (where they 
were to be known by science) or to the metaphysical and symbolic fields 
of knowledge” (, ). In hypostatizing more-than-humans and tak-
ing their presence in politics on their own terms, de la Cadena attempts to 
marry research into Indigenous worlds with political anthropology by evok-
ing Isabelle Stengers’s ([] ) notion of cosmopolitics. 

	is work follows a growing tradition in anthropology attempting to go 
beyond merely respecting and representing others’ realities and instead to 
take them seriously. Such a move opens up the possibility for Indigenous 
concepts and realities to unsettle and challenge our own preconceived sup-
positions. 	is approach has been variously described as “theory/practice of 
the permanent decolonization of thought” (Viveiros de Castro , ) and 
a “politics of ontology” (Holbraad et al. ). In this move, the political and 
critical imaginary of anthropology is shifted from investigating struggles 
over power and ownership toward allowing Indigenous practice to critique 
our own (theoretical) presuppositions (cf. Hage ). 

I draw inspiration from these powerful critiques of approaches that 
would attempt to reduce Indigenous practices and cosmologies to beliefs 
and subordinate them as representation of paramount (“more real”) real-
ity—while keeping in mind important concerns that have been raised 
toward such modes of critiques as either a continuation of colonialism or 
as a way of twisting in situ struggles for decolonization into mere metaphor 
(Todd ; Tuck and Yang ; see also Mehtta ). Along these lines, 
I attempt to take the ways people related to their environments, and their 
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practices and politics of possession, on their own terms. 	is move to take 
Indigenous practices on their own terms, however, bears with it the cor-
responding threat of flattening social worlds and the politics at play in the 
shaping of what “is” (Bessire and Bond ; Vigh and Sausdal , )—
which, in turn, threatens to obfuscate people’s perpetual indeterminacy as 
to how to respond to constantly shifting political, economic, and ecological 
terrains. 

	roughout this book I argue that, in the context of chronic armed 
conflict along the Salween River, 	oo Hkoh (so-called animist) practices 
were constantly interwoven with interminable cycles of armed violence and 
upheaval. Between spectral and indeterminate phenomena that may or may 
not be present and equally unpredictable patterns of insurgency, counterin-
surgency, and dispossession, people were left to tinker with different ways 
of responding to and negotiating with these ever-shifting and unsettled ter-
rains of war (cf. Pedersen , –). War reverberates through the web of 
both human and more-than-human entanglements, acting as a force capa-
ble not only of destroying relational worlds and the practices tied to them 
but also of generating them anew (Khayyat ; Ruiz-Serna ). 	us, 
taking Indigenous practices (overly) seriously, or even literally, threatens to 
miss the mark and flatten the complexity of people’s lives. In response I 
draw out the persistent sense of indeterminacy and doubt and foreground 
the distinct playfulness, in the sense of both levity and of experimentation, 
of people’s relations with the world.

Taking Doubt Seriously
To paraphrase de la Cadena’s statement on Earth Beings, for the women 
and men living along the Salween River, more-than-humans such as the 
kaw k’sah, the spectral owners of the area around a village, were—full stop. 
Unless, of course, they were not. 

In the Mutraw District, I learned that sometimes a mountain was the seat 
of a kaw k’sah, and the appearance of a tiger was a harbinger that the kaw 
k’sah had become vexed by human moral transgression. In these instances, 
the mountain and the tiger were deeply entangled in day-to-day politics. At 
other times, however, a tiger was just a large cat, and a mountain was just a 
pile of rocks. Each time a tiger was spotted, it was not immediately taken to 
be the kaw k’sah or its emissary. Rather, only after careful observation and dis-
cussion of the effects it had on their lives was its presence discerned or denied. 

In chapter , I follow Tim Ingold (building on the work of Alfred Irving 
Hallowell) in showing how, while landscapes always had the potentiality to 
be animate and to be possessed by unseen more-than-humans, “the crucial 
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test is experience” (Ingold , –), in people’s pragmatic engagements 
with them. Michael Lambek describes this as a “pragmatic dimension” in 
which, when traversing possessed landscapes, people are less preoccupied 
with ontological questions as to “which of these spirits exist” than with 
“which of them has power to influence my life now?” (, ). To this 
end, histories and practices were not so much ancient as adaptive, often 
grasped ex post facto (Hayami , ), after the fact. Like specters, they 
were indeterminate and constantly negotiated, selectively co-opted accord-
ing to the situation at hand. It is only through such “worldly encounters” 
that, for example, a tiger could be known to be the emissary of a kaw k’sah 
or just a tiger. I return to these points in the epilogue to this book.

	is pragmatic engagement with the world resonates with Cho’s work on 
Christian Pwakanyaw communities in Myanmar and the Andaman Islands. 
Pragmatism and ambiguity are, as she notes, a common strategy for sur-
vival and progress (, ). Illustratively, in Pwakanyaw the term tana 
(belief ) is derived from the verb na, which refers to the process of becom-
ing conscious that something is real, while tama (actions) is derived from 
the verb mar, referring to “work”—intimating that things only become true 
though their actions in the world (–). 	us, belief among Pwakanyaw 
communities is “relational, fluid and constantly shifting” (). In a similar 
vein, among 	oo Hkoh communities in the Mutraw highlands, when they 
talked of spectral persons, they tended to speak of their relations to them in 
terms of tana. 

Tellingly, while tana can be rendered as “belief,” it has closer connota-
tions with “faith, confidence, trust” in something or someone (Wade , 
). People used the word tama when talking not only of their faith or 
confidence in the potency of unseen more-than-humans to have effects on 
their lives, but also of the political efficacy of their political leaders in the 
k. In everyday conversations it was often opined that people felt a lack 
of tana, as in faith or confidence in certain political leaders, on account of 
experiencing them as corrupt or ineffective. In this way, tana, bound as it is 
to action, bears little resemblance to the way belief has come to be known 
through enlightenment thinking (Apter ; Good ). Lacking tana in 
their leaders implied less that they doubted their existence than that they 
did not hold trust or confidence in the leaders’ capacity to have an effect on 
their lives. From this perspective one can assess the effectiveness (or lack 
thereof ) of a particular entity without having to believe in it, in the sense of 
taking a stance on its ontological status. 

Consequently, in my analysis I am less concerned with uncovering 
whether a particular phenomenon actually exists than with observing its 
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“power to work”—that is to say, understanding its practical effects on peo-
ple’s lives. As such, reality is constantly in the making, born through lived 
experiences with the world. 	is pragmatic and worldly approach is akin 
to the more phenomenological work of both Ingold (, , ) and 
Michael Jackson. As Jackson states, “	e world is never something finished 
. . . the world is always in the making” (, ) and never quite settled. What 
is true, I found, is often what works in any given situation, what emerges in 
practical engagements and encounters with the world.

Taking a cue from multispecies studies, this book aims to “hold open a 
question of who—and what—is taken to exist and of how certain modes of 
existence are (and are not) made to count” (Dooren et al. , ). In this 
manner, a space is left for the possibility of unseen more-than-humans to 
have political effects on human lives. When such practices played out in 
constantly shifting political landscapes, they sometimes introduced more, 
not less, indeterminacy into the picture; spectral interventions led to a great 
deal of speculation “precisely because” they themselves generated indeter-
minacy in previously settled explanations and meanings (Bubandt , ). 

Following these lines, throughout this book I strive toward a more-than-
human political ecology: a method that is deeply inspired by the indetermi-
nate, pragmatic, and playful manner in which the residents of these highlands 
constantly juggled and negotiated both the cosmological and political (eco-
logical) entailments of living in possessed landscapes. 	is method gestures 
toward a way of conducting fieldwork that takes politics and cosmologies 
seriously and maintains a playful relation to both while also taking doubt 
into account. I attempt to turn method into play—and always to play seri-
ously across the possessed landscapes of southeast Myanmar. 



 I

Possession





	 	

O 

Possessed Landscapes
Negotiating Histories and Specters

Many years ago, my father decided to dig up a hillock that is said to 
be the burial mound of the queen of the K’wa [a group of people who 
resided in this area in the past but now live in 	ailand]. 	ey say she 
was interred here together with her fabulous riches. To access this 
treasure, my father had to first ask for permission from the hillock’s 
k’sah [owner], the specter of the queen herself. My father conducted 
a su hta gah hta [divination] that involved scattering sand around the 
small hill and leaving it overnight. 	e footprints he found the next 
day would indicate what kind of offering he would have to make to 
gain her permission. Footprints of a pig, for instance, would indicate 
that the queen requested a pig to be offered. When he returned in the 
morning, however, he found the sand peppered with the footprints of 
a small child. After this he got really scared and abandoned his plans. 
Nobody dares to excavate the hillock. Its k’sah is too hsoo [strong], 
and the price to access it is too high.

—D N, pk  M   T ’Tw D

I this chapter, I delve deeper into the differing ways in which landscapes 
were possessed up in the highlands along the Salween River. I demonstrate 

how, while things, animals, and (historically) people could and often were 
owned, the landscape itself could never be fully held in human possession. 
As the above quote illustrates, the current residents of these highlands under-
stood themselves as far from the first settlers of these lands; it was already 
owned by others. As a consequence, they spoke of the landscapes they lived 
and farmed on as hee loh, meaning “borrowed,” from the spectral presences 
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with whom they coexisted. 	is emic term implies a mode of ownership that 
comes closer to custodianship. 

To capture this perspective, I describe these highlands as possessed land-
scapes, deploying the word possessed in its dual and entangled senses. In 
this manner, I aim to tease out the ways landscapes were at once already 
occupied or haunted by spectral presences or persons such as ghosts, ances-
tors, and territorial spirits and also, ultimately, owned by these specters. I 
attempt to hold in focus both the cosmological sense of possessed as occu-
pied or haunted and the political-ecological sense of the word as referring 
to multiscalar conflicts over control and ownership. To this end, the notion 
of possessed landscapes delineates alternative modes of ownership (that I 
explore further in chapter ). I show how people’s relations to their land-
scapes were oriented less toward control and management of resources, 
instead demonstrating deep “contact histories” of co-presence and highly 
asymmetrical relations of power, as well as improvisation and negotiation 
between the human and the spectral realm—to varying degrees of success. 
What is more, as I touch on in the introduction to this book, landscapes act 
as starting points that “usher us into exuberantly more-than-human life-
worlds that are constituted and composed of heterogeneous rhythms” of life 
and of war (Khayyat , ). Landscapes, as I conceive them, are made up 
of the entangled lives of humans, other species, histories, and specters, each 
with conflicting claims on the earth. 

I begin this chapter by showing how histories of the region are neither 
abstract nor inert. Remnants from the past continued to enact their ruin-
ation on the present, like revenants. Certain objects were possessed by, and 
extended the legacy of, violent histories. Moreover, histories were wedded 
to the landscapes in which they unfolded—landscapes that people traversed 
on a daily basis—as traces or “footsteps” left behind.

R/R

While I was initially concerned that the villagers might feel uncomfortable 
when I photographed and filmed them, it quickly became apparent that many 
relished the opportunity for a photoshoot, endlessly posing for the camera. 
Each time I returned to the village, my small house would soon become inun-
dated with people wanting to see, comment on, and take home the latest pho-
tographs I had printed out for them. Some insisted that I print out photos 
with me in them, “to remember” as my elderly neighbor Hpu Gay put it. 

On one occasion, when my intrepid partner at that time was visiting the 
village, Hpu Gay came by and asked us to visit his home for a photoshoot. 
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With a severe stoop, and a rattling cough from decades of smoking hand-
rolled cheroots, he walked straight through the door, sat down on the floor, 
soon after asking that we “take a photo together, so I have something to 
remember you by.” He had laid out some of their finest Pwakanyaw clothes 
he wanted us to pose in for the photo. As I rummaged through the intri-
cately hand-woven tunics and sarongs, my fingers fell upon a pair of black 
trousers with a texture quite different from the coarse cotton of the others. 
	ey had the undeniable feel of silk. When I asked Hpu Gay what they were 
made of, I found that neither he nor my field assistant Naw Paw knew what 
silk was, even after my rather crude explanation of it as a thread that comes 
out of a certain worm’s bottom. After some back and forth, we ascertained 
that these trousers were hewn from a parachute left behind from one of 
the many airdrops the British Royal Air Force made over these hills during 
World War II. 	ese airdrops involved soldiers, guns, and (according to all 
the elders I met who still remember the taste) rather stale rice and rancid 
meat. Indeed, those old enough to remember these times talked incessantly 
about the airdrops, with all the drama and intrigue they entailed—lighting 
signal fires and dodging Japanese soldiers. 	ese trousers and tales of pro-
visions falling from the sky, like the photographs I took, helped people “to 
remember”—in this case to remember violent colonial pasts and bold acts 
of resistance. Simultaneously, these tales led many to ponder aloud how it 
could be that all the grand promises made to them by the representatives 
of the British Empire, that after the war they would be granted autonomy 
and prosperity, had come to naught. I, too, was left to ponder: What would 
future generations make of the photographs I gifted the villagers? 

Once I started noticing how certain objects were wedded to deep his-
tories of contact, violence, colonialism, and broken promises, I discovered 
that the village and surrounding areas were awash with remnants from the 
past. Some days later, in Hpu Gay’s oldest son’s hut beside their family’s 
paddy field, he brought out a British rifle he had stashed away in the rafters 
to show me. Perhaps coming from one of the airdrops or a colonial soldier, it 
had been gifted to him by his maternal aunt. 	e bullets, he explained, were 
very hard to come by and prohibitively expensive, so the rifle was quite use-
less to them. He hoped to sell it but had no idea who would want to buy it. 

While this British rifle just so happened to be the only intact one left, 
countless others that had been reworked and recycled circulated in these 
highlands. One sunny afternoon, for example, I found one of the village 
elders, Hpu Waw, in front of his home repairing his own hunting rifle, which 
had once belonged to a Japanese soldier. Squinting in the morning sunlight, 
his grave face in stark juxtaposition to the pink tartan hoody and yellow 
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T-shirt with kissing penguins he wore that day, he explained that “usually 
the barrel is the only part of the original weapon that remains intact.” Like 
most others in the village, he had carved a new stock out of fresh wood and 
added a firing mechanism fashioned out of bits of metal and elastic bands to 
make an improvised matchlock musket. To shoot it, the barrel had to first 
be filled with homemade black powder and lead shot bought in the local 
market, then tamped down. Hpu Waw and others use these firearms for 
hunting all types of game, from small birds to muntjac and wild boar. 	ese 
were also the only weapons they had at hand to defend themselves should 
the Myanmar Army return again. 

Helmets left by Japanese soldiers as they beat a hasty retreat in  also 
continued to litter the Mutraw highlands. Most people had reworked the 
remains of these army helmets, much like they did with British and Japa-
nese rifles, adapting them to very practical means, while some people kept 
them intact in hopes of future profit. 	e former became particularly appar-
ent one rainy morning when I visited the oldest woman in the area, Hpee 
	oo. She was one of the few who could still remember how bad the British 
airdropped rice tasted. Upon arriving at her house in a satellite hamlet of 
Ta K’	wee Duh, I found her outside feeding her chickens with a rather 
peculiar-looking receptacle. When I inquired as to what she was using to 
scatter the feed, she chirpily replied, with a surprised chuckle, “What this? 
Oh, it once belonged to a Japanese soldier” (see figure ). Her father, Gwa 
Nee, from the founding lineage of the village and the first Christian convert, 
had joined the British to fight the Japanese. During this time, he had taken 
the helmet from an emaciated Japanese soldier as he fled across the border. 
When the tide of the war turned, the Japanese forces were scattered. 	eir 
soldiers were left to flee through unhospitable forests in these highlands for 
many weeks, discarding their arms and uniforms, eating pig swill to survive, 
and were repeatedly chased off by grandmothers brandishing brooms, as 
many of the elders gleefully recalled. 

Remnants such as these were not treated as artifacts, preserved for 
posterity like museum pieces. Rather, they were constantly negotiated and 
reworked, turned into something useful to the present predicament. Hpee 
	oo’s father’s Japanese army helmet, part of long histories of highly mas-
culinized armed conflict, oppression, and resistance had been turned upside 
down, literally and symbolically, so that it could be used in the deeply femi-
nized routine activity of rearing and nurturing chickens. As this vignette 
suggests, histories of contact and violence were not abstract stories but tan-
gible, often strongly tied to everyday objects such as trousers, guns, and hel-
mets. 	rough these remnants, the past continually returned to haunt the 
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present, like a revenant, threatening to break into the future. Such histories 
possessed not only objects but also parts of the landscape itself.

	ese remnants of the past are akin to what Ann Stoler (, ) calls 
“imperial debris.” While reworked to become part of people’s everyday lives, 
through them imperial formations persist in material form, demonstrating 
“unfinished histories, not of a victimized past but of consequential histo-
ries of differential futures” (Stoler , ). As such they “occupy multiple 
historical tenses” and “selectively permeate the present” (Stoler , –
). 	e remains of a British parachute, repurposed into a pair of trousers, 
were not only part of latent violent pasts but also part of potential futures, 
laden with peace and prosperity. In conversations around these repurposed 
objects, I was regularly struck by how many of the villagers would add that 
they sometimes wished the British would return and recolonize the area 
again. Histories up along the Mutraw highlands were always ongoing, 
entangled, and interdependent with multiple (potential) pasts and futures. 

Many thinkers have sought to grasp the ways in which physical remnants 
can “occupy multiple historical tenses.” Jacques Derrida () invokes the 
first line of �e Communist Manifesto, “a spectre is haunting Europe—the 
spectre of communism” (Marx and Engels [] , ), to exemplify 
how histories constantly haunt the present, bearing with them the latent 
potentiality to (violently) refigure the future. Following this provocation, 

F .  
Hpee 	oo with a 
Japanese helmet/
bird feeder.



	C p 

other scholars have invoked metaphors of haunting and ghosts as a way to 
grasp the “uncanny” fashion in which “ruins of empire,” from bombed-out 
pagodas in Vietnam to unexploded ordinance in Laos, continue to trouble 
the present and point to possible futures (Schwenkel ; Stoler ; Zani 
). It is fitting that the literal meaning of a revenant is “one who returns” 
(Derrida , ) since, through remnants such as the objects discussed 
above, these (often violent) pasts have a reiterative tendency.

However, as Heonik Kwon points out, Derrida’s ghosts are general and 
allegorical: abstract “collective phantoms” like communism (, ). In 
this way, they remain steeped in dualistic metaphysical traditions, inherited 
from the enlightenment thinkers, that draw a sharp line between a narrowly 
defined “empirical” reality and constructions of the mind or imagination. 
For thinkers such as Derrida, ghosts are always disembodied, disjointed, 
and untimely—descriptively useful but belonging to the realm of allegory 
rather than “reality.” Kwon, by contrast, stresses how in Vietnam (as was the 
case in the Mutraw highlands) ghosts, “although belonging to a past era, 
[are] believed to continue to the present time in an empirical, rather than 
allegorical, way” (, ). Ghosts are part of the patchwork of everyday 
life, intrinsic to people’s being and becoming in the world. Not unlike impe-
rial debris, ghosts are always tangled up in humans’ quotidian existence; 
thus, they must be constantly negotiated with—a process Kwon describes 
as “transforming” them (–). 

With this key distinction in mind, I argue that the remnants of colo-
nialism and violent conflict in these highlands were far from abstract and 
free-floating “collective phantoms.” Rather, ghosts were the very real mani-
festation of violent histories, which needed to be continually wrestled with 
and transformed. Histories were commonly tied to specific objects such as 
guns, helmets, and clothes. It was through these “possessed” objects that 
the past continually returned to haunt the present and presage the future. 
Furthermore, histories possessed not only objects but also parcels of the 
land itself. 	is became most apparent in the ghostly presence of landmines 
in the landscape.

Landscapes Littered with Landmines
Both the Tatmadaw and the Karen National Union have extensively used 
landmines throughout the counterinsurgency, leaving the borderlands 
between Myanmar and 	ailand in the s as potentially one of the most 
landmine-littered places on earth (k ; Landmine and Cluster 
Munition Monitor ). Sustained armed conflict and military occupation, 
however, seemed to constantly skirt around Ta K’	wee Duh village itself. 
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Speaking to people who had lived through the conflict, which had slowly 
abated since the ceasefire in , I learned that despite many false alarms, 
Tatmadaw soldiers had only ever passed through the area around the village 
on a handful of occasions. Each time, these soldiers were en route to stra-
tegically more important areas. Despite this, there were still areas in which 
people dared not tread, due to a fear of landmines. 

One such area was a swidden field, just on the border to the nearby area of 
Htee Khu Duh Kaw, beside the road, shortly before it branches off to the Sal-
ween River in the east and the administrative capital in the west. As many of 
the villagers—including the surprisingly unfazed current cultivator Wee Daw, 
the gentleman with the four-letter word embossed on his cap we met in the 
introduction—explained, the k had given chase to a small group of Tat-
madaw soldiers through this area after sustained fighting close to the Salween 
River. As these soldiers fled, they laid around three landmines on and beside 
the path in this area to perturb their pursuers. One had seriously injured a 
k soldier pursuing them—a local boy who moved to the camps and is now 
in the United States—while the other scared the living daylights out of a vil-
lager some years later when it detonated as he was burning this swidden field. 
As Wee Daw rather casually reminded me, “that leaves one landmine unac-
counted for to this day,” lurking somewhere under the earth there. 

Landscapes littered with landmines, much like helmets and guns left 
over from colonial times, are also remnants of ongoing histories of counter-
insurgency and imperialism. Landmines are very much an empirical entity 
yet also hold a particularly haunting quality. Each time the rains come, the 
earth becomes mud, unpredictably relocating these explosive devices. 	e 
remaining landmine could be anywhere or nowhere at all. Mines originate 
in violent pasts and persist unseen into the present—constantly threaten-
ing to, quite literally, cut the ground from under people’s feet in the pres-
ent, portending terrible potential futures in indeterminate ways. However, 
as Eleana Kim shows is the case in the demilitarized zone between North 
and South Korea, while mines can act as “area-denial weapons,” people are 
“loath to let perfectly good land remain uncultivated” and often carry about 
their day-to-day livelihood activities regardless (Kim , –). In a war 
zone, as Khayyat reminds us, “navigation, habitation and domestication are 
creative everyday acts that reclaim a place” (, ). As imperial debris, 
landmined landscapes are more than mere reminders, cues that jog memo-
ries of the past; they are part of people’s quotidian life, obstacles they must 
navigate on a daily basis (see also Arensen ; Zani ).

	is landmine’s potential presence haunted, and indeed possessed, a large 
swath of land beside the road along the Bu 	oe ridge. It was not, however, 
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only objects of violent pasts, of colonialism and counterinsurgency, that 
haunted the present landscapes. Nearly all histories and the spectral pres-
ences tied to them were embedded in the land and water. As Epeli Hau‘ofa 
argues, “We cannot read our histories without knowing how to read our 
landscape” (, ). Oral histories are inextricably entangled with the 
landscape they unfold in “right there . . . in front of our very eyes” such that 
in traversing the terrain, “familiar features of our landscapes keep reminding 
us that the past is alive” (). Landscapes are always layered, thick, and some-
times viscous with history. 	is was especially the case in stories surround-
ing the demiurge figure of Y’wa.

“Y’wa’s Deadfall Trap Rocks”
Very early on in my fieldwork I found that some the most vivid and capti-
vating oral histories recounted to me were those elicited as we traversed 
particular landscapes. One of the first, and perhaps most recurrent and 
elaborated, oral histories I was told related to a chain of five prominent 
mountain peaks that abruptly jut skyward out of the forest floor. 	ese five 
rock faces demarcate Ta K’	wee Duh Kaw not only from two of its neigh-
boring kaw—that is to say, “customary territories” (I define kaw in more 
detail in chapter )—but also from the locally defined climatic zones. On 
the west side was Ta K’	wee Duh Kaw and k’nuh htee, or temperate mon-
tane evergreen forest, and the eastern front that faces the Salween was kaw 
bway hkoh, or warm mixed deciduous teak forest (Trakansuphakon , 
). 	e first time my attention was called to this distinct mountain chain 
was by the headmaster of the local school and grandson of Gwa Nee (and 
thus Hpee 	oo’s nephew). 

While walking north from the village, we stopped to catch our breath, 
drink some water, and smoke a cheroot. 	e headmaster pointed east-
ward to a set of jagged peaks, crowned with forests a deep shade of emer-
ald, characteristic of primary forest. His face cracking into a knowing grin 
under a meticulously maintained mustache, he explained, “that formation is 
called Y’wa Ma Htu Lay.” Naw Paw, my field assistant, translated this for me 
as “Y’wa’s trap,” but the full translation of this place-name comes closer to 
“Y’wa’s Deadfall Trap Rocks.” In his characteristically engaged manner of sto-
rytelling, the headmaster then went on to explain that the name comes from 
how, in an undated, presumably mythical time, Y’wa created these five lay 
(steep rock faces). “After folding the landscape to create all the hills and val-
leys, Y’wa began building a trap big enough to capture a giant white elephant, 
to stop it from following him and stay among the humans in this area,” the 
headmaster told us. 	is trap’s design was a hugely scaled-up version of a 
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type of (ma) htu, or deadfall trap. People place these traps at regular intervals 
along fences they build around their rice fields to protect them from maraud-
ing rats and even wild boar. Tracing the contours of the mountain chain with 
his fingers, the headmaster showed how each peak was to act like the bam-
boo pillars of the deadfall traps they use in their fields. With these traps, a 
third weighted length of bamboo is suspended between the pillars so when 
the trap is triggered, it falls on the animal, crushing or capturing it. 

	e headmaster continued, “Before Y’wa could complete his work, he 
was tempted away by Loo Seh Buh [i.e., Lucifer],” who is also known as Mu 
Kaw Lee, the great trickster. “Loo Seh Buh fooled Y’wa into believing that his 
mother was deadly sick and that he must attend to her immediately, before 
he could finish the fifth and final peak that would make the trap impassable. 
When the white elephant arrived in this area, it found it could simply walk 
around the uncompleted deadfall.” Upon grasping that Y’wa had attempted 
to trap it, the headmaster explained, the elephant flew into a rage, and traces 
of its anger can still be seen today. At one bend of the Bleh Mah Loh River 
that flows unhurriedly along the foot of this mountain, there are still two 
deep indents in the otherwise shallow riverbed. 	ese deep pools are the 
elephant’s footprints, from when it stomped in fury. He then looked up and 
beamingly pronounced that because of this footprint, we know how big the 
elephant was. “Its foot was this big,” he exclaimed, stretching his arms out 
as far as they would go, before joining them together to form a large circle. 
Near the top of one of the peaks there are also two large holes in the rock, 
made by the white elephant’s tusks as it continued its rampage. 

* * *

	ese five peaks were one of the various spots in the landscape that con-
tinued to be possessed with ta thoo ta pgho, with the potency or power 
left over from creation (as explained in the introduction). Ta thoo ta pgho 
was used interchangeably with hsoo (locally pronounced as choo), meaning 
“strong,” and indicated an area that could not be cleared for cultivation and 
exploitation (the K’wa queen’s burial mound was among these) or, in par-
ticularly “strong” areas, that people ought not pass through unless unavoid-
able. 	ese “footprints” were continual traces of the divine forces of Y’wa 
that maintained a historical link with creation, imbuing places with their 
strength/potency. In this way, histories carried on into the present and pos-
sessed the surrounding landscapes. 

On additional walks with people out and about around the village, I 
found that vast swaths of the landscape were possessed with potency. Y’wa 
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Ma Htu Lay was, in fact, one of the few places that bore Y’wa’s name and 
held clear ties to stories of creation. Others, such as “the forest where Y’wa 
hid the teak trees,” an incongruous coppice of teak trees surrounded by 
evergreen forest toward the Yunzalin River in the west, and “where Y’wa 
wrestled,” a flat open pasture on the northern border of the kaw, evoked 
less elaborate and well-known stories. Areas such as Y’wa Ma Htu Lay were 
considered strong/potent on account of the past lying embedded as “foot-
prints,” the tracks and traces that have survived into the present (cf. Gan et 
al. , g–g). Countless other landscapes were strong (hsoo) due to being 
possessed not only by traces, ghosts of the past, but also by various other 
unseen but felt spectral persons. People in the Mutraw hills lived in land-
scapes possessed not only by the ghosts of histories that continued into the 
present but also by unseen spectral persons that did not always have such 
deep histories. Here the line between haunting stories and these empirical 
entities became messy and blurred. While some specters closely resembled 
the way (colonial and violent) histories continued on into the present, other 
presences came closer to what might be defined as people. As such, I think 
of them as neither ghosts nor spirits but rather as spectral presences or per-
sons (a point I come back to later). Another such hsoo place was Hpu Noh 
Noh Deh: the name of a small path, the surrounding forest, and the spectral 
presence or person that possessed the area.

“T  T Dk Y Bl”

	e first time I heard the name Hpu Noh Noh Deh uttered was by my neigh-
bor Naw Htoo, a woman my age, when she was visiting Naw Paw and me 
one dark night and we exchanged ghost stories. Naw Paw joked that she 
already looked the part, dressed as she was in the long formless white tunic 
of unmarried women, her raven black hair loose, and the burning embers of 
the small pipe she constantly tugged on intermittently illuminating her face. 
She began with the warning, “You should avoid traveling down this small 
path to the west of the village if possible. 	is place is hsoo and it can be 
dangerous to walk here, especially at night. It is Hpu Noh Noh Deh’s path.” 
She continued the story by telling us that the path is “the place” of a power-
ful ta mu khah (a genus of spectral persons) and, as Naw Paw hesitatingly 
translated, “he will drink your blood.” I learned that this blood drinking was 
commonly spoken of as aw loh, meaning to snatch and to consume a per-
son’s k’la, her “soul or spirit” (each person possesses seven k’la, of which all 
but one are detachable and can periodically leave the body). When a person 
loses their k’la, they become weak and are susceptible to illness—if it is not 



	  p	 

returned, they may even die. 	is was especially dangerous for people who 
were already weak, such as those who were sick or pregnant. 

When I asked Naw Htoo if she had experienced anything spooky along 
this path, she emphasized that, while others do walk there, she tried to avoid 
it whenever possible. My interest piqued, I inquired as to where this path 
was, to which she replied that it was close to several fallow fields belonging 
to a rather outspoken elder named Hpu Hkee. She went on to tell us how, 
once, when this elder was walking along the path carrying a bag of paddy 
home from his field, just as the dusk was gathering, he stopped to rest a 
while. Just then he heard a sound of chains jangling and the heavy footfall 
of an elephant. But no matter how much he strained his eyes, there was no 
elephant in sight. As the sounds edged closer, he slipped his heavy burden 
and ran all the way home. Indeed, as Naw Htoo elaborated, many people 
heard sounds in the treetops, or footsteps on the ground, but no matter how 
hard they looked, they saw nothing. 

After hearing this tale, I wanted to experience for myself how it might 
feel to be in a hsoo area such as this. Alas, neither the villagers nor Naw 
Paw were willing to accompany me to this area when I was eventually able 
to pinpoint its exact location, close to the village. Later, as the agricultural 
season picked up again following the short winter hiatus, I learned that the 
quickest route to Hpu Hkee’s paddy field was along this very path. And as 
we grew closer, he invited us to accompany him to visit his field, taking the 
fastest route through Hpu Noh Noh Deh Kleh (kleh meaning “path”). 

Hiking this path for the first time with Hpu Hkee, I was struck by the 
deepness of the greens in the forest we passed through, many of the trees 
towering over the forest floor (see figure ). Hpu Hkee explained as we 
walked at a brisk pace that the forest was so rich there because nobody dared 
to clear it. Long ago, a young and vigorous man, not yet married, decided to 
clear a patch here, certain that due to his youth, strength, and lack of family 
he would not be affected. Soon after he had cleared the land, however, he 
fell ill and died. Hpu Hkee explained that many attempts had been made to 
placate this ta mu khah and urge it to move on, but all had ultimately failed. 
Like the specter of the K’wa queen, it was simply too strong. However, one 
enterprising villager began planting cardamom seeds there some sixty years 
ago. When he did not fall ill, many households followed suit, carefully plant-
ing this spice in the understory of the forest and then harvesting it as a cash 
crop, while leaving the trees for Hpu Noh Noh Deh. In this way, they created 
their own vibrant agro-forestry area. 

From the tale of this particular ta mu khah, we see how this spectral 
presence or person was strongly felt though never quite perceived by human 



	C p 

eyes. So strongly was its presence sensed that Hpu Noh Noh Deh was spo-
ken of as possessing the path and the forest surrounding it, in the multiple 
senses of the English word possessing: both in the ways the spectral presence 
continued to haunt and control the earth and in the ways the path was spo-
ken of as also belonging to the spectral presence. Hpu Noh Noh Deh was 
the k’sah, or “owner,” of the path and the surrounding forest, which was “his 
place.”

	is is similar to the way another genus of spectral presence or persons, 
known variously as ta yoh or ta wee ta nah, could take up temporary resi-
dence in and afflict a human body, continually returning. Classically, these 
types of phenomena have been grasped as examples of “spirit possession,” in 
which a spectral person temporarily occupies and controls a human’s body 
(Brac de la Perrière ; Spiro [] , –; see also Bourguignon 
, –; Lambek ), the body becoming a site of interaction between 
the human and spectral realms (Lambek , ). Yet, as more recent studies 
have pointed out, the etymological origin of the word possess describes the 
occupation of a particular place, from the Latin potis, “power,” and sedere, 
“to sit in” (Crosson , ). 	is is also the main sense in which I have 
been using the word possessed thus far: to refer to the way in which a par-
ticular history or specter can “sit in,” haunt, or control a particular place. 

F . “	e path that drinks your blood.”



	  p	 

As Naw Htoo explained, however, “it is Hpu Noh Noh Deh’s path,” and 
the whole area belonged to this specter. 	e ta mu khah residing here did 
not simply straddle the terrain, as a ta yoh/ta wee ta nah takes temporary 
residence in a body, but held territorial dominion over the landscape. Land-
scapes, much like bodies, are sites of interaction between the human and 
spectral realm, as well as their contesting claims over ownership of the earth. 

	e second sense of possessed thus speaks to political-ecological notions of 
access to and control over land (Peluso and Watts ; Sikor and Lund ). 
While histories leave “footsteps” and traces that continue on into the present 
and haunt the landscape, spectral presences or persons such as Hpu Noh Noh 
Deh often had blurrier historical moorings and more definite identities, with 
names and (as I show in chapter ) biographies. All the same, their stories and 
their continual effects on human lives also possessed the landscape.

	is sense of landscapes being haunted or possessed by unseen pres-
ences has historically been grasped as a form of animism (Tylor , –
). In Burma/Myanmar, where the vast majority of people are Buddhist, 
this phenomenon has classically been glossed, at least by Western scholars, 
as part of a so-called supernaturalism belief system that accompanies Bud-
dhism (Spiro [] , ). To this end, place-based presences such as ta 
mu khah, described variously as tutelary spirits (Aragon , ) and in 
Central Burma as nats, are commonly addressed as supernatural represen-
tations of the “real” natural landscapes (Spiro [] ; see also Allerton 
, ). Yet, as I argue in the introduction to this book, tales such as that 
of Hpu Noh Noh Deh often trouble and unsettle notions of belief. In grasp-
ing these practices as part of a belief system, it is tacitly implied that, in the 
final instance, they are unfounded due to being empirically unprovable. 

Rather than reducing people’s practices and cosmologies to a belief sys-
tem, I attempt to take seriously the significant effects these practices and 
cosmologies have on people’s day-to-day lives and politics—while remain-
ing attentive to their own doubts and skepticism. Accordingly, I treat these 
practices more as an outlook, an orientation, or a sensibility (Swancutt ) 
through which people engage with and attempt to sense and make sense of 
their worlds. Moreover, as Daniel Ruiz-Serna stresses in his griping ethnog-
raphy on armed violence in northeastern Colombia, “it is not only peoples 
and their cultures that are at stake when war strikes but also the cosmos 
itself” (, ). Accordingly, I take the ways warfare fundamentally warps 
and remakes the spectral realm, over and over again, equally seriously.

To begin grappling with the ways such possessive specters played into 
the everyday lives of these highlanders, I draw on more recent studies 
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that, taking their cue from Tim Ingold (, –), trouble sharp dis-
tinctions between “cultural” and “natural” landscapes. 	is newer crop of 
studies approaches the ways in which lands and waters across Southeast 
Asia are commonly treated as possessed by a clamor of unseen more-than-
human life by describing them as “spiritual” or “potent” landscapes that 
people traverse and negotiate on a daily basis (Allerton , ; Guillou 
). Rather than seeing them as “sacred” places set apart from the “pro-
fane,” they are treated as part and parcel of everyday life. Building on these 
findings, I earnestly engage with the manner in which place-based specters 
across Southeast Asia are commonly referred to as “owners” (see Forth ; 
Lehman ; Pannell ), as a way of unsettling and rethinking notions 
of ownership and the politics of possession.

I further explore differing modes of ownership in the following chapter 
so shall only touch upon them here. But by spending time in the Mutraw 
highlands, I came to appreciate how people did not inherit a certain parcel 
of land used for swidden cultivation itself as much as they inherited usufruct 
ownership over it. While one particular patch of land might be referred to as 
so-and-so’s field, all the land and waters humans lived on and lived off were 
spoken of as simply hee loh (borrowed): lent from their spectral owners, the 
ta mu khah and k’sah, with the ardent promise to return them at a later date 
(I return to this notion of borrowing in chapter ). 

Moreover, as touched on at the beginning of this chapter, the current 
inhabitants did not understand themselves as the first people to have settled 
here. Fragments of pottery and jewelry that people dug up from time to time 
(as well as tales of buried treasures) acted as constant reminders that when 
they first came to this area, it was already occupied and possessed. Oral 
histories tell of how they inherited the landscapes they now dwell in from 
a semi-mythical group, the K’wa (or Lawa), who were forced to flee across 
the Salween River many centuries ago, now occupying the area around Mae 
Sariang (in present-day 	ailand; see Kauffmann , ). 	ese oral his-
tories tell of how the K’wa, too, did not arrive to terra nullius. 	ey arrived 
in a landscape that had been folded by Y’wa and was already possessed by a 
bustling crowd of spectral presences. 

	us, in possessed landscapes, people not only shared the land and water 
with a whole host of ghosts, territorial spirits, ancestors, and other unseen 
beings but also constantly negotiated with them to borrow the landscape for 
cultivation. As I touch on in the introduction, terms such as ghost and spirit 
map awkwardly onto how people related to these presences; the human 
inhabitants of these highlands were constantly engaged in efforts to make 
and maintain good relations with their spectral counterparts, to be good 
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neighbors. To begin exploring this, I take a closer look at one particular class 
of spectral person, the ta mu khah, such as the one we met along the path 
in the vignette above.

“�e Realm of �at Which Is True” 
Although Pwakanyaw/Sgaw Karen-English dictionaries tend to define ta 
mu khah as a spirit or a kind of ghost, other classes of spectral presences 
fit this description far better. Ta mu khah come closer to spectral persons, 
unseen entities with histories and homes whom people engage in social rela-
tions with. Take the notion of ghost, for example. Ghosts that arise from bad 
deaths are commonly referred to in Southeast Asia as “green ghosts” (Gan 
et al. , ; 	we ), as opposed to ancestors who died more “natural 
deaths.” In the Mutraw hills, such green ghosts were commonly known as 
ta reh t’kah or teh preh. 	ese vengeful revenants of humans continued to 
haunt the areas near to where they suffered their gruesome demise, such 
as the river they drowned in or the house in which they were murdered. 
Stories of how ta reh t’kah and teh preh cling to these places and “eat” (aw 
loh) the “souls” (k’la) of the living who carelessly pass through there abound. 
	ese presences were paralleled in remnants and traces in the landscape 
that extended (often violent) pasts into the present. 

 Some ta mu khah, such as Hpu Noh Noh Deh, resonate strongly with 
what have been termed as territorial or tutelary spirits and nats (Aragon 
; Spiro [] ) tied to a specific spot on the landscape. 	at said, 
other ta mu khah were known, like their human counterparts, to roam far 
and wide from “their places,” throughout these hills. 	e corridors of thick 
primary forest that were maintained between each hku, or “swidden patch,” 
for example, while acting partly as a firebreak during the burning season, 
were often referred to as ta mu khah kleh, or “the ta mu khah’s pathways.” 
As villagers in Ta K’	wee Duh explained to me, these paths (kleh) were 
maintained to allow spectral people to move easily from forest to forest. In 
linking different forests together to form vast networks, they allowed ta mu 
khah to roam freely across these highlands. Consequently, humans risked 
provoking the ire of itinerant ta mu khah should they attempt to clear these 
paths. Doing so may cause the ta mu khah to lose their bearing or become 
trapped in a certain section of the forest, unable to get home. As such, it 
was ta du ta htu, or “taboo/prohibited,” to remove the trees and attempt to 
cultivate in these pathways in any shape or form (cf. Trakansuphakon , 
). As I shall address more thoroughly in chapters  and , other genus 
of specters such as nah htee, who possessed certain bodies of water, and 
k’sah, or “owners/lords,” came closer to the definition of territorial/tutelary 
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spirits or nats. Such specters were said to be the k’sah, or the “owners,” of 
certain rocks, rivers, ponds, fields, a whole mountain, or even all the earth 
and water in the area. 

Spending more time in these highlands, I heard countless oral histories 
that spoke of the ta mu khah’s origin, not as spirits or ghosts, but as former 
friends to the human inhabitants who continued to roam the hills, living in 
their own villages and engaging in some social relations with them. 	ese 
oral histories told of how ta mu khah once lived together with humans and 
were even enmeshed in mutual aid networks, taking turns caring for each 
other’s children while the other went to work in their fields. 	ese stories 
went on to expound how often, when it was the humans’ turn to care for the 
ta mu khah offspring, the human parents would regularly neglect and mis-
treat them. Upon learning of how the humans were treating their children, 
the ta mu khah parents responded by making their offspring impercepti-
ble to humans, either by placing a magic leaf upon their faces or slapping 
them so hard that they became invisible (depending on who is telling the 
tale). Ever since, the ta mu khah have continued to live side by side with 
humans, with their own villages and their own livestock. Only now, humans 
can no longer see them. As Andrew Paul found during his research a day’s 
hike north of Ta K’	wee Duh, ta mu khah are “humans’ friends and blood 
brothers” (, ). By some accounts, due to this kinship bond, it was not 
the ta mu khah themselves that afflicted humans, but rather “their animals, 
such as pigs and dogs that bite humans” when they violated taboos (). In 
and around Ta K’Twee Duh, however, while most people agreed that there 
was a kinship between humans and ta mu khah, they replied rather incredu-
lously that, just like other specters, it was them and not their dogs that fed 
on (aw loh) humans. 

Ta du ta htu (taboos), especially those connected to ta mu khah and 
other spectral presences, were not to be trifled with. Hpu Hkee, the outspo-
ken elder, had experienced this firsthand. A few times each year, a person 
from a neighboring village would arrive to Ta K’	wee Duh in the morn-
ing and announce that they had brought with them ta du ta pluh, a special 
taboo day. 	e following day the villagers would be prohibited from going 
to their fields, from weaving cotton, and from engaging in any form of work; 
indeed, the whole village would be forced to rest. Albeit, as one headstrong 
young mother, Hpa Kha Moh, pointed out to me on one such taboo day as 
she balanced an infant on each hip, “we women do not get any rest days.” 
When the taboo day passed, one of the villagers would travel to a neighbor-
ing village and bring “the ta du ta pluh to them.” Many years ago, when 
one of these traveling taboo days was announced in Ta K’	wee Duh, Hpu 
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Hkee decided that, since he was strong and healthy, he could simply ignore 
these ta du ta htu. 	e next morning, he rose early and worked as usual on 
his field. While Hpu Hkee himself was fit and strong at this time, his wife 
was heavily pregnant. Tragically, when she gave birth a short time later, the 
child was born with his anus fully fused together (known in medical terms 
as imperforate anus). 	e infant died a few days later. When people ignore 
the particular set of ta du ta htu related to ta du ta pluh, I was told, it was 
common for their children to have birth defects in which one of their bodily 
orifices was fused together. Here, we see how the person who breached a ta 
du ta htu was often spared and their close family was affected instead. In 
this manner, the person who breached the ta du ta htu may, in many cases, 
rectify their k’ma (mistake), or at least refrain from repeating it a second 
time. 	is was certainly the case with Hpu Hkee. He has since studiously 
observed each and every ta du ta htu, even those that seemed to contradict 
each other. As he saw it, it was better to be safe and give all ta du ta htu the 
same attention than to be sorry again. 

Returning to the ta mu khah, in all these differing tales, akin to many 
other places in Southeast Asia, “human life is mirrored in the immanent 
realm of spirits” (Allerton , ), with a doubling of both human territo-
riality and hierarchy (Holt , ). As I have shown, like humans, ta mu 
khah had their own places, villages, children, and livestock. 	e specter who 
possessed the path beside the village was referred to as Hpu, or grandfather, 
implying that he both had and was kin. 

Delving deeper into these tales and experiences from the Mutraw hills, 
I began noticing resonances with findings from starkly different contexts, 
among other Indigenous peoples commonly classified as “animist.” Among 
Amerindians in the Amazon basin, for example, both animals and spectral 
persons are understood as “ex-humans” (Viveiros de Castro a, ). 
	is was a notion shared by many in the Mutraw hills, where it was only 
after a process of differentiation that these specters “disguised” themselves, 
becoming invisible to humans, such as by way of magical leaves or shape-
shifting. 	eir invisibility in no way made them less persons. 	ey main-
tained their own houses, villages, livestock, and particular proclivities, just 
like other people. 	ese parallels become even more apparent in light of 
fragments of stories I heard of how snakes once lived among humans. In 
each case, after a critical event, these snakes “left the humans,” as people put 
it. Eduardo Viveiros de Castro points to something similar in how animals 
become “disguised by their ostensibly bestial forms” (a, ). 	is form 
of anthropomorphism established a state of affairs in which unseen per-
sons, and to an extent some non-human animals, were treated as conscious 
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subjects, able to communicate with humans. Specters and some animals 
were addressed as people who were to be engaged in reciprocal relations of 
respect. In both these contexts, we find that relations with what we in the 
Euro-American context might call “nature” can take on the quality of what 
we would term “social relations” (Descola , ; Kimmerer [] ; 
Viveiros de Castro a, ). 	e focus was on making and maintain-
ing “good” social relations with landscapes and the specters who possessed 
them (Govindrajan ; TallBear ; Wildcat ). 

Consequently, as touched on earlier, I am reticent to describe specters 
as spirits. In most circumstances, specters were understood and treated as 
people—albeit those who could see but could not be seen directly, neces-
sitating particular forms of mediated relation (I return to this point in a 
moment). Specters resided in an intersecting and imbricated realm to that 
of humans, known as ta taw ta loh kaw, which directly translated means 
the “land/realm of that which is true.” Similarly, one collective (albeit rarely 
used) name for all these different specters, including the shades of the dead 
such as ancestors, was simply ta taw ta loh, or “that which is true.” While liv-
ing human beings could not perceive ta taw ta loh, or their homes and their 
livestock, ta taw ta loh had no issues seeing each other, or seeing humans. 

Humans were only afforded brief glimpses of this realm, through the 
jangle of spectral chains in the dark, through the feeling of one’s k’la being 
snatched and consumed, or through metaphor-laden visions, in dreams and 
during spells of fever/mental illness. In dreams and hallucinations, for exam-
ple, everything is hkoh hkee, or “backward,” implying that what they experi-
enced in their visions was the exact opposite of their experiences in waking 
life. Moreover, as I explore in the final section of this chapter, technologies of 
divination, such as consulting chicken bones and strips of bamboo, allowed 
people to peer dimly, and often imperfectly, through the veil separating the 
spectral realm from our own. Otherwise, humans could only gain this point 
of view upon shedding their bodies when they die. 	is spectral asymmetry 
suggested a hierarchy of sorts, at least in perception, in which humans were 
only able to engage in lateral perception with the human realm, whereas 
“those who are true” are able to perceive both realms simultaneously. 

I found, therefore, that a whole host of spectral people not only shared 
these highlands with humans but also possessed them in the double and 
entangled sense of the word. In the final section of this chapter, I explore 
how, in their day-to-day lives, people negotiated with these already pos-
sessed landscapes, peopled by unseen presences whom they had to first 
discern before communicating and appeasing them—constantly striving 
toward making and maintaining good relations. 
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While I was out walking with Hpa Htwee, who swiftly appointed himself 
as my local guide when I began fieldwork in Ta K’	wee Duh, he gestured 
to a gnarled and ancient-looking banyan tree, commenting that it has a 
k’la, a spirit. In this way one can say that it has a k’sah (spectral owner), he 
added, who possesses it. Yet, when I asked him whether all trees were pos-
sessed by a k’la, rather than his usual quickfire manner of responding in a 
breathless stream of explication, he took a moment to mull it over. Finally, 
he responded, “No, but you can tell this one has a k’la as it has more than six 
khaw [ladders]”—that is to say, prop roots that reach down to the ground. 

Hpa Htwee’s measured response bears a striking resemblance to ethno-
graphic work among other Indigenous groups, where seemingly “inanimate” 
and “inert” objects such as stones are grammatically classed as animate. 	is 
linguistic quirk did not lead to a state akin to that imagined by vitalists (Ben-
nett ) of the whole landscape being infused with life. Rather, as Ingold 
(drawing on the work of Alfred Irving Hallowell) notes, people often spoken 
of as “animist” do not “perceive stones in general, as animate, any more than 
we do. 	e crucial test is experience. Is there any personal testament avail-
able” (Ingold , –). In what follows I explore how, in a similar vein, 
along the Salween River, while all trees, stones, ponds, and other spots in 
the landscape had the potential to be animate, this could only be qualified 
through people’s experiences of their animacy. People in these highlands, 
as I argue in the introduction, engaged in highly indeterminate, pragmatic, 
and playful relations with the world around them, appearing less concerned 
with uncovering whether spectral persons actually existed as they were with 
the effects they had on day-to-day life. 

When I asked similar questions to the elders in the village about the ani-
macy of certain spots in the landscape, I received similarly qualified answers. 
	ese answers were often to the effect of “it depends.” 	e animacy or per-
sonhood of a rock, tree, stream, or any other feature on the terrain could not 
be given in advance. While each bears the latent potentiality to be alive, or 
even to be treated as a person, one must look intently for signs that would 
suggest this to be so. 	is deeply pragmatic and experience-based notion 
stands in contrast to more generic notions of potency in Southeast Asia as 
“manifested in every aspect of the natural world, in stones, trees, clouds and 
fire” (Errington , ). 

Sometimes the process of discerning whether something was animate or 
an area was possessed was a quite straightforward affair. As I have shown, for 
a banyan tree one can often simply enumerate its prop roots. In contrast, to 
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determine the animacy of rice, a rite that mirrored a funeral rite was occa-
sionally conducted when it was harvested. 	is rite quite concretely tested 
whether the rice grain, or the cadaver, was still possessed by a k’la, or a “soul.” 
	e k’la was led away to the afterlife, then ritual practitioners checked to 
make sure the ritual was successful. 	reshed paddy was weighed before and 
after the rite. If it weighed less, it was concluded that the rite had succeeded 
and the k’la of the rice grain had now left. If not, then the rite was repeated 
and the result weighed again until the practitioners were certain the rice’s 
k’la had departed. 

As these rites suggest, animacy and indeed personhood were asserted 
by dint of possessing (and being possessed by) a k’la or some form of spec-
tral presence such as k’sah, or “owners.” However, in most cases, discerning 
whether rocks, trees, ponds, and other swaths of landscape were possessed 
and/or possess life was far less straightforward than enumerating roots or 
weighing rice.

In cases in which there were no preexisting oral histories of the activities 
of powerful spectral beings, the process for discerning which specific parts 
of the landscape were possessed was not a given and was a fraught and inde-
terminate affair. 	e process often began with a person sensing, through 
their body, the presence of a specter in a certain area in the landscape. While 
particularly strong or potent ta mu khah, such as the one possessing the 
path west of the village, made their presence known by sound, most were 
perceived by humans only through the effects they had on villagers’ bodies. 
After a person had stumbled upon “the place” of one particular spectral per-
son, they often became weak and/or sick, physically or mentally. 	is was 
the specters feeding on their k’la. 	e ta mu khah of Hpu Noh Noh Deh did 
just this to the young man who attempted to cultivate there, causing him to 
become deadly sick. When humans floundered into the specters’ “area,” it 
was reasoned that spectral persons could become highly vexed and retaliate 
by afflicting the body of the interloper by way of aw loh, snatching and eat-
ing their k’la, and making them weak and sick. 

	e focus of this book, however, while partly phenomenological in its 
outlook, is less on how it might feel to lose and regain one’s soul (as done 
in exemplary fashion by Desjarlais ) than on the effects these encoun-
ters had on people’s lives and how they negotiated them. Upon experienc-
ing the sensation of their k’la being snatched away or fed upon, I found 
that people attempted to hastily make amends with the offended specter. In 
understanding the specters as the owners of discrete areas of the landscape, 
the residents of the Mutraw hills were constantly engaged in efforts to make 
and maintain good relations with the spectral realm—“to make friends” as 
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they commonly phrased it (I return to this phrase in chapter ). As a result, 
people’s relations with the world around them was not based on manage-
ment or mastery, but rather on negotiation with fellow beings who had spe-
cific capacities and needs. One clear example of this can be seen in the case 
of Lee Kyaw Hta’s daughter.

* * *

When Lee Kyaw Hta’s daughter fell ill, feeling weak and tired, the first thing 
her family did was to march her down to the small clinic nestled in a val-
ley below the village. Here, they received a rather general diagnosis, a fist-
ful of paracetamol tablets, and doctor’s orders that she should rest. Indeed, 
the tendency for this clinic to simply hand out paracetamols and then send 
people on their way had earned it the nickname “para-clinic.” After some 
weeks, when she did not recover after resting and taking the tablets, her 
father decided that her ailment might have a cause that biomedicine could 
not address. 

He then went to consult another kind of expert, Lur Gay’s older brother 
Dee Klee, a slightly built man with a face dominated by a large and bushy 
mustache. Like his brother, Dee Klee had converted to Catholicism many 
years ago when he married. Despite this, he was well versed in most 	oo 
Hkoh rites and had trained under several Pwakanyaw ritual experts in 	ai-
land to hone his skills further. After Dee Klee asked Lee Kyaw Hta a series 
of questions, it transpired that his daughter had been playing beside a small 
stream adjacent to the villages that might be possessed by a nah htee, a kind 
of tutelary spirit/nat. To make sure, Dee Klee conducted a su ta gah daw, 
a divination. In this case the divination was conducted with chicken thigh 
bones, but it can also be done with strips of bamboo or the stem of a certain 
plant. During this form of osteomancy, a question was asked and then the 
thigh bones were consulted to discern whether the omen was good—that is, 
a positive answer—or bad. In this manner they were able to quickly confirm 
that the stream was possessed by a nah htee. “	e girl must have angered 
it by carelessly passing by, leading it to aw loh her and make her weak and 
tired,” Dee Klee surmised. 	rough a series of yes/no questions to the oracle, 
he ascertained that the nah htee required a chicken, a bottle of rice wine, 
cigars, betel nut, and a simple chicken curry dish before it would relinquish 
its hold over her. 

When I caught up with them later, I found them beside the stream hard 
at work constructing a ta lu—literally, a place of nourishing or feeding. 	e 
ta lu took the form of a spirit house made of bamboo. 	e chicken Lee Kyaw 
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Hta had with him in a small bamboo basket was summarily slaughtered, 
the blood spread over the ta lu, and the chicken cooked into a curry. When 
these preparations were complete, all the other items were placed inside 
the spirit house, a small plate was provided for the best morsels of chicken 
curry, and a cup with a straw for the alcohol was laid out. A short prayer was 
then incanted, with hands pressed together and fingers splayed out, entreat-
ing the nah htee to relinquish the girl’s k’la. People and animals passed 
uninterestedly by as these two men rather unceremoniously carried this out 
and ate the rest of the curry in silence. 	e men and the nah htee then ate 
together beside this small stream. Afterward, the ta lu was left untouched 
until it finally rotted or was knocked down by animals. Only time would tell 
if this would cure the girl, they explained. When I asked Lee Kyaw Hta how 
his daughter was doing some days later, he explained that the ritual had not 
worked, so they would try again, in another place, until she recovered. 	e 
last time I saw her, she was tearing around the village once more.

* * *

	is episode of making contact and negotiating between the human and 
spectral realms was, in many ways, typical in these highlands. Negotiating 
possessed landscapes was a fraught business. What becomes apparent here 
is the “pragmatic dimension” (Lambek , ) of inhabiting such land-
scapes: the process of trying to constantly figure out how to maintain good 
relations with spectral beings. People were less preoccupied with ontologi-
cal questions as to “which of these spirits exist” than with practical questions 
like “which of them has power to influence my life now?” (). Spectral per-
sons’ capacity to have an effect on human lives—the tama or action/work 
(Cho ) they have on the world, as felt in the body becoming weak and 
sick—was the paramount concern of the women and men I came to know 
in the Mutraw highlands. On stumbling upon such a specter, a process of 
highly mediated negotiation was enacted. Specters were regularly treated 
as conscious subjects able to communicate with humans and, as such, were 
addressed as people that could be engaged in reciprocal relations of respect. 
	is was very much in evidence in the case of Lee Kyaw Hta’s daughter. 

	e encounter between the nah htee and Lee Kyaw Hta’s daughter took 
place in a more-than-human contact zone, involving both asymmetrical 
power relations, improvisation, and constant negotiation (Haraway ; 
Isaacs and Otruba ). Encounters with the landscape were character-
ized less by control or management of scarce “resources” than by an open-
ended asymmetrical grappling and negotiation between the human and the 
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spectral realms. In the case of Lee Kyaw Hta’s daughter, for example, the 
men did not attempt to turn the specter to their own needs, to co-opt it, 
or to transform it, as Kwon () has shown was the case with ghosts of 
violent conflict in Vietnam. Instead, what followed was more like a negotia-
tion, by way of propitiation, to attempt to straighten out relations between 
the human and spectral realms that had become strained as a result of the 
girl’s careless intrusion.

Hpu Waw once described the way in which a certain specter possessing 
a path or road aw loh (eats) a person’s k’la as “like putting the person’s k’la in 
prison.” When this happens, the specter demands not only alcohol and food 
but also some coins, as a fee or even a bribe to release the k’la again. 	is 
resonates with the ways in which, as Marisol de la Cadena shows, “offer-
ings” among the Runakuna in Peru are locally referred to as a “payment” 
and echo acts of bribing judges (, ). Following de la Cadena, I prefer to 
see these acts as relations not of co-option or transformation but of obliga-
tion and alliance, resembling what, as I discuss in more detail in chapter , 
Vinciane Despret and Michel Meuret call an “ecology of obligations” (, 
). In each instance, lu ta involved feeding the spectral person in question 
to curry their favor. 	e ravenous spectral person was entreated to come 
and eat together with the humans. 	e two men in the vignette above ate 
together after first giving the best morsels of food to the nah htee as a way to 
“pay back” and to realign relations between the human and spectral realms. 

As I argue in this chapter, the Mutraw highlands might best be described 
as a possessed landscape, where the lands and waters are not only haunted 
by spectral persons but also ultimately owned by them. A corollary of this 
was that people carefully negotiated landscapes, mindful that they might at 
any time disturb the “area” of a certain unseen, more-than-human person 
and constantly attempting to realign relations by way of feeding and eat-
ing together with them. 	ese findings then illustrate a specific regime of 
ownership and of sovereignty that prevailed in these highlands. It is toward 
these alternative modes of ownership and sovereignty that I now turn in the 
next two chapters. In part , I go on to show how these practices and cos-
mologies were translated and rescaled into the Salween Peace Park.



	 

Tw 

Alternating Ownership
Ephemeral, Nesting, and Patchwork Lands

Wlk five minutes up the hill from the bottom of Ta K’	wee 
Duh, which is built on a steep incline, past the school hall where the 

Karen flag flutters in the stiff breeze, and past women and children laden 
with woven bamboo baskets filled to the brim with firewood and foraged 
forest products slowly lumbering back home, one eventually comes upon 
the main road. 	e villagers referred to it as the kleh doh (big road) or the 
kah kleh (car road)—despite the fact that vehicles larger than a motorbike 
were only able to traverse this “car road” in the dry season, some five months 
of each year. 	is road, built by the Karen National Union, wended its way 
along the very top of the Bu 	oe ridge that demarcates the Salween and the 
Yunzalin River basins as they run side by side along this stretch. A three-
meter-wide strip of stamped-down earth was carved out of this moun-
taintop by bulldozers and earthmovers some five years earlier and has to 
be harrowed out anew after each monsoon season, due to erosion. To the 
north, this ever-shifting dirt road drew the village into connection with a 
slightly larger village and a Karen National Liberation Army base and con-
nected to a warren of motorbike trails leading to the rest of the district. 
Traveling south, it soon bifurcated, connecting the village to a tiny market 
town on the banks of the Salween in the east and to the regional center to 
the west. 

	e original main objective for building this road was tactical: to string 
together the various kl bases along the ridge and facilitate their resup-
ply. 	is was the first, and to date only, large infrastructure project in the 
area, and, especially among the elders, it continued to generate a consid-
erable amount of anxiety. 	e project began generating more than its fair 
share of contentions even before a single meter of earth had been cleared 
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and stamped down. When the villagers were first informed about the con-
struction plan, many held grave concerns upon learning that the road was 
projected to cut right through their kaw. 	e kaw is the village land or 
realm, often translated as their “ancestral” or “customary territories” (see 
map  in the introduction).

People realized that the construction threatened to segment their hku 
(swidden patches), to which the rights to cultivate are inherited. It was also 
projected to carve up an area that had been heavily planted with cardamom, 
a popular cash crop. 	us, the villagers grew increasingly anxious that the 
road might lead to conflicts over the control of land. One way they hoped to 
alleviate this was for the road constructors, contracted and led by the k, 
to buy them a large pig for the whole village to share together. 	ey hoped a 
collective feast might dissipate some of the growing anxieties. It is not clear 
who actually forwarded this request to the road foreman, as the ritual leader, 
the hee hkoh htee, declined all such duties and neither he nor the headman 
of the village were vested in the necessary de facto political power to take 
such an action. Either way, the villagers were rather curtly informed by the 
road foreman that there were no funds for such frivolous things. Work on 
the road would progress as planned. 

As this disquiet was building, and as road constructions began in earnest 
farther south, some of the villagers from Ta K’	wee Duh went to labor on 
the road. Here they learned that it was projected to cut straight through a 
mountain in their kaw named Ta Bu Kyoh. 	is mountain, , meters 
above sea level, was known to be the seat of, or perhaps is, Naw Ghoo Hsaw: 
the kaw k’sah, “the owner of the earth” or “owner of the -kaw.” As such, this 
mountain was ritually and politically central to day-to-day life. Any distur-
bance of this area would surely illicit the wrath of the kaw k’sah, which could 
potentially be catastrophic—not only to the humans but also to all animals, 
plants, lands, and waters under her dominion. While people fretted greatly 
about what would happen, they lacked an apparent village leader who could 
convey their concerns to the relevant authorities in the k. 

	is incident came to a head when a young woman, Naw Ghaw, dreamt 
that a spring at the top of Ta Bu Kyoh overflowed, inundating the whole area. 
When she recalled this dream to her fellow villagers, they interpreted it as 
a terrible and foreboding omen. Following this, her father, Hpu Hkee, pos-
sessed with an idiosyncratically quavering yet booming voice, marched over 
to the road constructors to explain that the road could not be built there. 
But, once again, he was curtly told that it was too costly to redirect the road. 
With neither the authority nor the power to demand that the k desist, 
and with few other recourses left open to them, Hpu Hkee and several other 
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elders turned to the kaw k’sah. 	ey ascended Ta Bu Kyoh, as their ances-
tors had done before them, and entreated Naw Ghoo Hsaw that, should she 
agree that a road run through there, to let nothing bad happen. But, if she 
did not agree, then to let terrible misfortune befall all those who conspire to 
build this road through “her place.” Following on from this, they returned 
home and left it at that. “Nothing more could be done,” they told their fellow 
villagers; “we have put it in the hands of the kaw k’sah.” Many of them then 
returned to labor on the road as it slowly made its way north toward them.

Some unspecified time later, the foreman, who had repeatedly ignored the 
villagers’ requests, suddenly and mysteriously fell ill. Shortly afterward, he 
keeled over and died. Following these events, his replacement came to pay 
a personal visit to the village to hear their grievances; consequently, the road 
was redirected around Ta Bu Kyoh (see figure ). Moreover, as each teller of 
this tale was eager to stress, the new foreman even asked the villagers what 
other demands they had. 	e elders in the villages told him that they also 
needed a pig to share with the village, but it need not be so large. As long as 
every villager could take one bite, it would suffice. A week later, they received 
a huge barrow that was more than ample to feed every single person in the 
village. A taut triumphant smile slowly crept over Hpu Hkee’s deeply wrinkled 
face each time he told this part. While there were numerous variations on this 
story, each narrator came to the same conclusion: It was through the inter-
vention of the kaw k’sah that they had finally succeeded in their demands. 	e 
mountain had intervened in the realm of human life.

	e furor elicited by the construction of the road along the Bu 	oe ridge 
brings several issues of possession and ownership, addressed in the previ-
ous chapter, into sharper relief. In this chapter, I further unpack these con-
cepts and the relationship between them. I begin by digging into Indigenous 
notions of kaw and hku and explore why the villagers were so afraid that 
they would be segmented by the road. 	is exploration leads away from 
notions of common property, pushing me to instead consider alternative 
and alternating modes of ownership. I show that while people were regu-
larly spoken of as the k’sah, or “owner,” of a certain patch of ground, this is 
perhaps best understood as a form of ephemeral ownership (cf. Empson and 
Bonilla ; Viegas ). When a person stopped cultivating a swidden 
patch and the jungle began reclaiming it, their rights to the lands waned. 
Rather than returning to undifferentiated jungle, ownership of a patch of 
land returned to the person or kin group who had first cleared this land, 
as its original owner. Pushing further, I describe how the human “owner” 
was spoken of locally in terms of hee loh (borrowing) the land from its true 
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spectral owners, such as ta mu khah and kaw k’sah, who possessed it (in the 
twinned and entwined senses). To grasp these kinds of complex relations, I 
draw on notions of nesting hierarchies (Allen and Starr ; Simpson ; 
Volk , –) to demonstrate how one layer of ownership was often 
nesting in broader and more encompassing layers of ownership. I speak of 
“nesting,” rather than nested, hierarchies here to capture how ownership in 
the highlands along the Salween River was highly indeterminate and unset-
tled, subject to ongoing negotiations. 

I then delve into the ways in which ephemeral ownership was increas-
ingly stretched, almost to breaking point, by newer forms of agriculture. 
	e relative permanence of orchards and wet rice cultivation was slowly 
transforming Indigenous practices, replacing them with individual own-
ership. 	e road, then, was one of a growing number of threats to these 
alternative and alternating modes of ownership. Returning to the notion 
of commons, I close by exploring the ways in which kaw were patchworks, 
where many different categories of land were stitched together to form a 
largely autonomous area, becoming itself a “patch” (Tsing, Mathews, and 
Bubandt ).

F . 	e kah kleh, or “car road.”
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