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Abstract 

 
This article analyses territorialization 'from-above' and 'from-below' in Kamoethway, 

Tanintharyi Region in relation to the public authorities of the Karen National Union 

(KNU) and changing Myanmar governments. Fieldwork in Karen villages of the 

Kamoethway area details how community-based organizations and community 

leaders organized a social movement, documented situated knowledge, and claimed 

rights to govern territory locally including resources and land, which we term 

'territorialization-from-below'. We analyze how strategies of resistance, consent and 

co-option empowered Kamoethway communities after the 2012 ceasefire. However, 

following the 2021 coup, while KNU's public authority expanded, community-based 

activism reduced due to the ongoing conflict, KNU security policies, and restrictions 

on civil freedoms. 
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1. Introduction 
In Tanintharyi Region, southern Myanmar, the Myanmar military—the 'Tatmadaw'3—and the Karen 

National Liberation Army (KNLA), the armed wing of the Karen National Union (KNU), have fought over 

territory for more than seven decades (South, 2011). This region reflects a broader history of conflict in 

Myanmar since independence in 1948, and with military governments since a coup in 1962 (Marks, 2016). 

Military governments included the State Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC) from 1988 to 1997, 

which was replaced by the State Peace and Development Council (SPDC). The shift to quasi-democracy in 

2010 transitioned the central Myanmar government (MG) to the pro-military Union Solidarity and 

Development Party (USDP) (2011-2015), followed by the National League for Democracy (NLD) (2015-

2021). The February 2021 coup put in power the State Administrative Council (SAC) junta and returned 

Myanmar to military authoritarianism.4  

The relationship between the central government and Myanmar's ethnic areas is complex and diverse, 

with contested claims to public authority among multiple state-like actors, including ethnic armed 

organizations and their political parties (e.g. Marks, 2016). Formed in 1947, the KNU is an armed political 

movement that demands self-determination for the Karen people (Smith, 1999). The KNU's governance and 

military structures span seven districts and KNLA brigades, with administration organized across central, 

district, and township levels through constitutionally mandated departments and committees. Central 

leadership is elected every four years, and district and township leaders every two years (Jolliffe, 2016). Each 

district is led by an executive committee chaired by a civilian, with the KNLA brigade commander as vice-

 
1 Department of Food and Resource Economics, University of Copenhagen, Denmark and Faculty of Political Science, 

Chulalongkorn University, Thailand. Email: naw@ifro.ku.dk. 
2 Center for Social Development Studies, Faculty of Political Science, Chulalongkorn University, Thailand. 
3 Myanmar armed forces in Burmese language. 
4 The SAC was replaced by the State Security and Peace Commission (SSPC) in July 2025. 
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chair. Functioning as a state-like authority, the KNU governs through, for example, service delivery, tax 

collection, and land title distribution (Harrisson & Kyed, 2019; South, 2018).  

Kamoethway, our study area, is managed by KNU Brigade 4 in Mergui-Tavoy District, Ler Doh Soe 

Township. It is located 53 kilometers west of Dawei City, the capital of Tanintharyi Region, and covers 106,898 

hectares. Kamoethway has been home to a majority Karen population for at least 150 years. The area's name 

in Karen means 'a tree with purple flowers by the river', which is transliterated as Kamaungthwe in Burmese 

(Schimetat, 2014). Livelihoods are sustained primarily through betel nut cultivation, upland farming, and forest 

product collection (TRIP NET, 2018b).  

In Tanintharyi Region, following a bilateral ceasefire between the KNU and the Tatmadaw in 2012, the 

military withdrew to barracks, and the KNU and the MG, under the USDP and then the NLD, increasingly 

governed alongside each other (Jolliffe, 2016) until the 2021 coup. While in some areas either the MG or the 

KNU dominated, in other areas there was 'mixed administration' (South, 2018). During this period, 

Kamoethway was well-known for its active community leadership and community-based organizations 

(CBOs). It included community-led conservation projects and resistance to imposed large-scale 'development' 

projects, such as the 168,998 hectare Tanintharyi Nature Reserve Project (TNRP) in 2005, and the Dawei 

Special Economic Zone (DSEZ)5 and 'roadlink' project in 2010 (Woods, 2019a). The Tatmadaw's coup d'état 

in February 2021 effectively ended the ceasefire with the KNU, and heralded a new period of conflict across 

Myanmar, now also involving locally formed People's Defence Forces (PDFs)6, including in Tanintharyi 

Region. In Kamoethway, the KNU Brigade 4 remained the de-facto public authority as the administrative 

function of the MG under the SAC ceased to function locally due to conflict with the KNLA and PDFs.  

In this article, we explore processes of territorialization in Kamoethway and their relationship to the 

shifting public authority of the KNU and MG. Vandergeest and Peluso (1995) characterize territorialization as 

a projection of state power to control a population through asserting rules for land and resource access, control, 

and use. Earlier studies have detailed how the MG under the SPDC and later the USDP and NLD sought to 

territorialize in Tanintharyi Region, including through the TNRP and the DSEZ (e.g. Woods, 2019a). We 

understand this strategy of state(-like) actors as 'territorialization-from-above.' Processes of territorialization-

from-above are entwined with claims to public authority, namely the (power) relations between state(-like) 

actors that assert authority and the population being governed (i.e. the rulers and the ruled). The latter may 

view public authority as legitimate or as forced upon them (Ferguson, 2024; Lund, 2006).  

We relate 'territorialization-from-above' to 'territorialization-from-below.' We define 'territorialization-

from-below' as the grassroots strategies of resistance, consent, and co-option through which community leaders 

and CBOs mobilized a social movement, documented situated knowledge, and organized community-led 

conservation projects, as well as resistance towards the TNRP and the DSEZ to claim the right to govern 

territory including local resources and land. Following Lund's (2006) emphasis that public authority is 

relational between state(-like) actors and those governed, including over demarcating resource use rights, 

collecting taxes, and other administrative functions, we explore how the dynamics of territorialization 'from-

above' and 'from-below' shape and contest the formation and exercise of public authority (Anthias & Hoffman, 

2021; Hoffmann & Kirk, 2013; Loong, 2025).  

The possibility of 'territorialization-from-below' hinges on sufficient civil and political freedoms for 

community leaders and CBOs to organize and undertake activities. We focus on the emergence of 

territorialization-from-below in Kamoethway from the 2012 ceasefire to the 2021 coup, including the catalytic 

role of the Tenasserim River and Indigenous People Network (TRIP NET), a Karen-led CBO that works in 

Karen communities in Tanintharyi Region. They collaborated with community leaders to secure recognition 

from the KNU and MG under the USDP and NLD regarding the communities' connection to their territory and 

resources. In doing so, they shaped power relations and set boundaries on state(like) actors' claims to (mixed) 

public authority in relation to the Karen indigenous communities in Kamoethway. The article also considers 

 
5 The now stalled DSEZ was a 250 square kilometer, US$58 billion industrial zone and seaport and a 138 km major 

'roadlink' and infrastructure route to the Phu Nam Ron border crossing into Kanchanaburi Province, Thailand (DDA, 2014). 
6 PDFs are armed resistance groups. Some are the armed wing of the in-exile 'National Unity Government' (NUG), while 

others operate independently. 
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the implications of the 2021 coup for community leaders, CBOs and strategies of 'territorialization-from-

below'. During this period, KNU's public authority expanded in Kamoethway, yet community-based activism 

decreased due to restrictions on civil freedoms in the context of the ongoing conflict and the KNU's security 

policies. Before presenting this analysis, we first detail the concepts of territorialization and public authority, 

introduce our research methods and provide a brief analysis of territorialization-from-above in Kamoethway. 

 
2. Conceptualizing public authority and territorialization from-above and from-below 

Conventionally, territorialization is a strategy applied by state actors to control and manage resources 

and people through defining bounded spaces (Loong, 2025; Sack, 1986). It also implies establishing public 

authority through setting up public administrative structures and providing public services. Territorialization 

has been studied in the Tanintharyi Region, including international conservation projects (Woods, 2019a), and 

foreign and domestic agribusiness investment and economic development projects (Woods, 2019b). These 

studies explain how processes of 'territorialization-from-above' operate, including how it has shaped the 

region's resource-extraction-based political economy during the ceasefire and conflict periods. They also show 

how the MG (SPDC/USDP/NLD) has asserted claims from the central level with reference to its national laws 

over territories where, in fact, it has never had full control, and how the KNU has contested the MG through 

counter-territorialization-from-above (Woods, 2019a).  

Focusing on powerful state(-like) actors and contested processes of 'territorialization-from-above' as the 

primary unit-of-analysis is important. Yet, attention to the agency of local community members is also needed, 

showing how they may resist, consent, or co-opt state(-like) actors' public authority and associated power 

relations. Other studies beyond the Tanintharyi Region, from which we build, have focused on this dynamic, 

unpacking local territorialization (Peluso, 2005), territory-making efforts by grassroots actors (Loong, 2025), 

and territorial reclaiming via community zones and local research (Yong, 2020). This scholarship emphasizes 

the mobilization of local people in response to state-led development projects, militarization, and 

territorialization-from-above, as forms of everyday resistance (Scott, 1985).  
Recent scholarship on public authority emphasizes how it is a relational process that requires mutual 

recognition between the claimants of public authority—typically state(-like) actors—and those governed 

(Lund, 2006; 2016). This entails voluntary compliance emerging from perceived legitimacy, potentially 

alongside the threat or use of force. Public authority is an emergent property connoting the capacity to make 

binding decisions that are exercised through daily interaction, including for the arrangement of public goods, 

governance of natural resources, and collection of taxes, underpinned by mutual recognition of rights, for 

example, on property (such as land and forests) and citizenship (Hoffmann & Kirk, 2013; Lund, 2016). Under 

conditions of legal and institutional pluralism, as found in some post-colonial societies, including Myanmar, 

multiple actors and institutions negotiate, cooperate, oppose, and defend the daily exercise of public authority 

to claim their power and legitimacy (Hoffman & Vlassenroot, 2014). Depending upon the circumstances, they 

may compete with or support each other, building complex relationships that may overlap and change over 

time (Lund, 2016; Sikor & Lund, 2009). 
What we term 'mixed public authority' in this article has also been understood in scholarship on 

Myanmar to be hybrid governance (South, 2018), ceasefire state-making or a 'plurality of authorities' 

(Harrisson & Kyed, 2019), fragmented sovereignty (Mark, 2016), mixed-control areas (Mark, 2022), and 

contested and plural authorities (Kyed, 2022). This scholarship highlights how the MG attempted to expand its 

control over territories also governed by ethnic state-like actors, especially between 2010 and 2021 under the 

USDP and NLD, during which some areas became mixed-administration areas. In Kamoethway, 'mixed public 

authority' indicates that the MG (USDP/NLD) and the KNU attempted to exercise their governance and public 

authority concurrently.  

We advance scholarship on territorialization and public authority in two ways: first by exploring the 

entwined politics of territorialization 'from-above' and 'from-below'; and second by relating this dynamic 

process to the contested production of the mixed public authority of the MG under the USDP and NLD, and 

the KNU. We show how community leaders and CBOs mobilize and organize movements through strategies 

of resistance, consent and co-option to rework power relations in governing contested territory in the context 
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of this mixed public authority. The article also contributes to the broader field of political ecology, showing 

how landscapes become politicized through governance and resistance. 

 

3. Methodology 
Our research incorporated ethnography, 'river-of-life' storytelling, testimonies, and participant 

observation. Oral informed consent was obtained, and pseudonyms are used throughout. Ethnographic 

fieldwork took place in 2023 in Kamoethway, led by the first author remotely and two trained field researchers. 

Data collection included five focus group discussions, twenty in-depth interviews with villagers (fifteen 

women, five men), and four Zoom interviews with village heads. In-person interviews were also conducted 

with seven KNU officials (from the local to the central level), six civil society leaders, and representatives from 

four international conservation organizations and two aid organizations. Testimonial interviews were gathered 

from five displaced Karen families originally from Kamoethway. All participants were middle-aged women, 

available due to their domestic roles, while their husbands worked as laborers or remained in Kamoethway. In 

2025, three long-term civil society leaders who had worked in Kamoethway participated in 'river-of-life' 

method biographical interviews, which involved assembling drawings, texts, images, and photos to 

chronologically map key moments of territorialization-from-below, public authority, and everyday resistance 

(Carmody, 2023). 

 

 
 

Figure 1: River of Life testimony. (Credit: First author; text blurred) 

 

While ethnography and key informant interviews are conventional methods, this research also draws on 

decolonial methodology (Tuhiwai-Smith, 1999). This approach emphasizes situated knowledge and lived 

narratives in theory-making, informing our collection of personal testimonies on pre-coup territorial and 
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resource claims7, and post-coup storytelling that articulates collective Karen experiences. The first author, a 

Karen environmental activist, has engaged in local movements including peaceful protests, interfaith 

ceremonies, and international event celebrations. Her decade-long relationship with the Karen community 

offers an insider perspective grounded in cultural and traditional knowledge. The second author is a Thailand-

based political ecologist scholar who has researched on resource politics in Tanintharyi Region and more 

widely in Myanmar for over fifteen years.  

 

4. Territorialization-from-above in Kamoethway: State-led Conservation and 
Development projects 

In this section, we examine territorialization-from-above as exercised through conservation and 

development projects in Kamoethway initiated before the 2012 ceasefire, a period characterized by armed 

conflict between the KNLA and Tatmadaw. We then discuss shifts in territorialization-from-above during the 

post-ceasefire mixed-administration period. Before the ceasefire, there were decades of armed conflict in 

Kamoethway, which intensified during the 1997 Tatmadaw offensive towards the KNU's 4th Brigade (TRIP 

NET, 2018b). In this period, the MG's (SPDC) presence was primarily military-based. Neither MG (SPDC) 

nor the KNU had permanent administrative offices in Kamoethway, but both maintained military camps, 

divided by the Kamoethway River. A notable act of territorialization-from-above during this period was the 

MG's (SPDC) Forest Department's (FD) attempt to establish the TNRP in 2005 with technical assistance from 

the Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS) and financial support from three private companies (Pollard et al., 

2014). Until the ceasefire, however, land mines limited the TNRP staff site visits, and it remained a 'paper park' 

(Wood, 2019a). Villagers learned of the TNRP only in 2010, when FD staff instructed them not to expand their 

orchards. 

The MG (SPDC and USDP) also initiated an 'access road' from the Thai border to the Dawei Special 

Economic Zone (DSEZ), passing through Kamoethway and the KNU's 4th Brigade's territory (TRIP NET, 

2018b). The DSEZ was granted as a 75-year concession to the Italian-Thai Development (ITD) Public 

Company Limited in 2010, shortly before the transition to the USDP MG.8 Because of the development of the 

access road, villagers in Kamoethway lost orchard land and experienced landslides, initially without 

compensation (Dawei Development Association [DDA], 2014).  

Territorialization-from-above imposed by the MG under the SPDC and USDP illustrates how top-down 

conservation and economic development projects have sought to make claims to contested territory in 

Kamoethway. In the case of TNRP, the FD drew on national law to claim legitimacy for the TNRP, in essence 

a 'state code' on land and forest asserted through legal claims (Lund, 2025). Militarization, forced displacement, 

violence and the threat of arrest under Tatamadaw rule before the 2012 ceasefire created significant security 

risks for local people, restricting their ability to openly challenge the projects. However, after the ceasefire, as 

civil and political freedoms grew, community leaders, CBOs and a wider community social movement enacted 

'territorialization-from-below' in response to 'territorialization from above', which will be discussed later in the 

article. 

Following the ceasefire, both the MG (USDP/NLD) and the KNU (4th Brigade) sought to govern 

Kamoethway under the newly established 'peace'. While the Tatmadaw and KNLA maintained military camps, 

they did not interfere in village-level administration. The KNU opened a township office and appointed a 

village head to oversee daily governance, including land and timber access, reflecting an expanded on-the-

ground public authority (Jolliffe, 2016; cf. Lund, 2016, p. 1201). The MG (USDP/NLD) also set up village 

tract offices, and the TNRP established a local office to begin demarcating protected areas.  

At the national level, leadership of the MG under Myanmar's quasi-democratic transition was initially 

dominated by military elites under the USDP (2011-2015). Government leadership gradually shifted towards 

greater civilian control with the transition to the NLD MG (2015-2021), although the military still maintained 

 
7 Due to word limits, we do not show data on local meanings of territoriality and public authority through poems, songs 

and proverbs, but it has been reviewed.  
8 In May 2008, a Memorandum of Understanding was signed between the MG (SPDC) and the Royal Thai Government. 
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significant influence. During this period under the NLD government, enabled by political liberalization, civil 

society expanded and played a key role in democratization, including by fostering grassroots mobilization and 

expanding the public sphere (Aye, 2015; Middleton & Win, 2021). 

The co-existence of the KNU and MG first under the USDP and then NLD resulted in the Kamoethway 

area becoming a 'mixed administration territory' (Thawnghmung & South, 2025, p.12). In some affairs, there 

was a division of labor between the KNU, and the MG village heads (Kyed, 2022). For example, the village 

head from the KNU served a role in KNU tax collection, conflict resolution, and determining access to land 

and forest. The MG village tract administrator issued household registration documents and arranged identity 

cards, school certificates, and recommendation letters required by MG offices in the cities. Some services, such 

as land demarcation and titling, were duplicated by both the KNU and MG. During the NLD MG period, 

reforms led to greater support for rural development projects, including in Kamoethway, with public 

infrastructure and services such as roads, health centers, and schools.  

Before the ceasefire, Karen villagers had already been paying taxes on various goods to the KNU in 

recognition of the KNU as the representative of the Karen people, implying an ethnicity-based discourse by 

the KNU to territorial claims and public authority (Anthias & Hoffmann, 2021; Thawnghmung & South, 2025). 

In contrast, for the SPDC MG before the ceasefire, territorialization-from-above was projected remotely from 

the central level through the above-mentioned conservation and economic projects. After the ceasefire, in the 

context of mixed public authorities, both the KNU and MG (USDP/ NLD) governed territory by setting up and 

expanding local governance functions, infrastructure projects, public and administrative services provision, 

and distribution of land titles (South, 2021). In other words, through everyday governance the KNU and MG 

engaged in territorialization-from-above, seeking and competing for legitimacy and recognition as public 

authorities from local communities (Jolliffe, 2016; Harrisson & Kyed, 2019).  

 

5. Shifting ruler-ruled relations and limits of public authority: The KNU 4th Brigade 
and the Karen people in Kamoethway 

The relationship between the MG, KNU (4th Brigade) and community leaders and CBOs has changed 

over time, which has in turn resulted in shifts in the KNU's public authority. Before the 2012 ceasefire, the 

KNU did not cooperate with the MG (SPDC) and the Tatmadaw. Rather, it largely aligned with Kamoethway 

community leaders' and CBOs' concerns about the MG's (SPDC) territorialization-from-above, which 

strengthened its public authority with the local Karen population. However, the 2012 ceasefire between the 

KNU and Tatmadaw placed an expectation on the KNU to cooperate for 'development' in Kamoethway. 

Therefore, the KNU needed to increase its engagement with the MG (USDP/NLD) and its investors, for 

example, in the DSEZ and road link project, which we discuss further below. As the empowerment of CBOs 

and community-based committees also grew during this period, the KNU (4th Brigade) was placed in a 

complicated situation of managing the expectations of both the Kamoethway community and the MG 

(USDP/NLD).  

Following the 2021 coup, across Myanmar the SAC's authority (subsequently SSPC since July 2025) 

weakened amid the rise of PDFs and ongoing conflict with ethnic armed groups (BNI/Myanmar Peace Monitor, 

2025). In Kamoethway, local resistance to SAC rule was evident in the community's rejection of the SAC-run 

schools and widespread civil disobedience. The Tatmadaw also withdrew from Kamoethway due to the 

conflict, and the KNU (4th Brigade) assumed full control of governance. However, from 2022, the growing 

influence of a KNLA battalion commander9, who was widely perceived as corrupt, manipulated village 

leadership in Kamoethway for personal gain. As grassroots leader Saw Sie Sie noted, leadership appointments 

were made based on loyalty rather than merit: "He appointed someone who would follow and listen to him."10 

Until the battalion commander's removal in January 2025, prompted by community opposition to his violations 

of central KNU policy, he exercised coercive control and accelerated local resource extraction, including 

 
9 A Battalion Commander is in charge of managing soldiers, and takes responsibility for security provisions. This 

Commander managed three townships covering around thirty Karen villages. 
10 Interview, Saw Sie Sie (chairperson of CBO) , June 25, 2023. 
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logging and mining, together with some local people who had been experiencing livelihood hardships since 

the conflict. 

Under this KNLA battalion commander's influence, local civil society activities were heavily restricted 

due to threats, a lack of security, and suppressed freedom of expression. A former CBO staff member remarked: 

 

I noticed the change in the local authority. He [battalion commander] frequently asked us to meet 

him in his office. He blamed us for doing activities without informing and seeking permission. 

He attempted to join every meeting in [Kamoethway] villages wearing a uniform with guns. 

Rather than seeking villagers' ideas and agreement, he imposed his plans and got angry publicly 

when he received comments and feedback from the villagers. He expressed his suspicion and 

blamed through words, questions and behavior.11 

 

The intensification of resource extraction, such as artisanal gold mining, created river pollution affecting 

villagers. One villager said12: 

 

After the coup, we have seen the backhoes and bulldozers passing through our villages going 

to the deep forest for mining. I have observed the river's pollution. I am sad seeing these things 

while I could not do anything. The locals fear to raise the issue, and they don't want to create 

internal conflict since the other groups have arms.13 

 

The now-removed local KNLA leader, citing security concerns, expanded tax collection from the intensified 

mining activities and imposed new restrictions on forest access, such that community members in Kamoethway 

experienced intensified coercive control. During this period, KNU's (4th Brigade) legitimacy and local trust 

weakened among some villagers, threatening continued support for the revolution. This trust began to recover 

following the removal of the KNLA battalion commander.  

Overall, these dynamics reveal how ruler-ruled relationships can shift depending on context and 

interests. The villagers in Kamoethway have long navigated relationships with both the MG 

(SPDC/USDP/NLD) and KNU (4th Brigade). Despite shared ethnicity and their support for the Karen 

revolution, villagers often experience a sense of insecurity in their interactions with some of the KNLA while 

continuing to pay taxes to the movement. Before the 2012 ceasefire, KNU (4th Brigade) aligned closely with 

the community. This local alliance resisted MG's territorialization-from-above and helped sustain the KNU's 

territory. However, post-2012, as the KNU developed networks with the MG (USDP/NLD) and private sector 

actors, its reliance on local communities weakened. Some villagers perceived that the KNU had distanced itself 

from local concerns. This shift underscores the relational nature of public authority, where legitimacy and 

territorial control depend on continued recognition and support from community members. 

 

6. Territorialization-from-below and the right to govern locally: Community-driven 
conservation 

In this section and the next, we focus on the period between the ceasefire in January 2012 and the 

coup in January 2021, during which the expansion of civil and political freedoms enabled strategies of 

territorialization-from-below to occur. Following Byrne et al.'s (2017) concept of territory-making, we first 

outline three stages of territorialization-from-below through community conservation activities in 

Kamoethway: organization; mobilization; and consolidation. In the next section, we then reflect on three 

strategies towards reconfiguring public authority through territorialization-from-below, namely: resistance, 

consent, and co-option.  

 
11 Interview, Naw Gay Gay (former local organization staff), December 7, 2024. 
12 Interview, Naw Lue Eh (Member of RKIP), December 2, 2024. 
13 Interview, Naw Lue Eh (Member of RKIP), December 2, 2024. 
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The first stage, organization, involved community meetings and committee formation. With support 

from TRIP NET, two CBOs were founded: Community Sustainable Livelihood and Development (CSLD) in 

2011 and Rays of Kamoethway Indigenous People and Nature (RKIPN) in 2014 (TRIP NET, 2018a). TRIP 

NET itself is a Karen-based CBO working across the Tanintharyi region for the empowerment and support of 

Karen indigenous communities. CSLD opposed the DSEZ access road and secured compensation for affected 

owners of orchard land lost to the project, while RKIPN challenged the TNRP by asserting community rights 

to govern and conserve their natural resources and territory. 

The second stage, mobilization, involved the implementation of activities for local conservation, 

including indigenous knowledge research, exchange visits, networking, and awareness campaigns (TRIP NET, 

2018a). As CBO leader Saw Eh Doh emphasized: 

 

I believe that knowledge is power. The community may lack formal academic knowledge but 

[...are] rich in local knowledge. The fish research empowers them, as they are familiar with the 

species they consume, their behaviors, and breeding patterns... When their knowledge and 

wisdom are acknowledged, they also feel a sense of value.14 

 

Indigenous knowledge was documented through participatory research, recording species names in 

Karen, including herbal plants, fish, and wildlife. This community-led research was the foundation of 

promoting traditional conservation practices, such as fish sanctuaries and forest reserves (Figure 2). It linked 

local Karen cultural practices to the community's right to manage territory and the forest resources (KESAN, 

2025).  

The third stage, consolidation, demarcated and declared community conservation areas by identifying 

nine protected forests and fish conservation zones, mapping and marking boundaries, establishing rules, and 

holding public consultations. These conservation areas were publicly declared and protected through regular 

monitoring and patrolling. Through counter-mapping, communities asserted property claims and local 

governance rights, resisting the conservation and economic projects enacted through territorialization-from-

above (Blomley, 2015). 

Naming territory and constructing administrative structures is part and parcel of 'territorialization-from-

above', which Lund (2025) terms as 'coding' a population's rights. The KNU's and MG's named territories and 

administrative structures encompassing the Kamoethway area differ significantly: the KNU central-level 

identifies 11 villages as the Kamoethway area in Ler Doh Soe Township, Mergui-Tavoy District; while the 

various MG has administered these villages as three village tracts in Myitta Township, Dawei District. In 

asserting 'territorialization-from-below,' the Kamoethway community social movement, supported by CBOs, 

initiated counter-mapping in late 2014 to challenge the MG's territorial claims (Figure 2; TRIP NET 2018a). 

Rather than adhering to village boundaries, the landscape was demarcated with ecology-based land uses that 

were neither aligned to the MG map, nor that of the KNU. The community social movement sought to define 

property claims and assert local governance systems based on customary rights to define and govern their 

territory, seeking recognition from the KNU (central and Brigade 4 level) and MG (USDP/NLD) (Blomley, 

2015; Harris & Hazen, 2006). Saw Eh Doh, the director of a CBO, mentioned: 

 

Without the support of authorities, the process is difficult and takes time. We want recognition 

from authorities regarding the importance of the indigenous community and environmental 

conservation, proving that local communities are capable of conserving forests and territories. 

Initially, this map was proposed to the Township KNU officers, but it was rejected because of 

different interests by the local authorities.15 

 

 
14 Interview, Saw Eh Doh (director of CBO), November 27, 2024. 
15 Interview, Saw Eh Doh (director of CBO), November 27, 2024 
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Figure 2: Community map of Kamoethway identifying protected areas landscape (Source: TRIP 

NET, 2018a)  

 

 

Territorialization-from-below requires fully engaging with daily on-the-ground activities and is built on 

situated knowledge. Saw Eh Doh asserted: 

 

If you said you are the owner of this area, territory and resources, you must know everything in 

your territory. For example, we conducted a workshop and picked up a bag. We asked who this 

bag belongs to. Those who are the real owners know what is inside his/her bag. You have to 

know exactly what is on the ground if you claim that you are the owner. Villagers tried to add 

the detailed names of the streams and rivers in the Karen language while developing the 
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demarcation and mapping process. Those who are the real owner know their area well and can 

claim the territory. After that, the authorities must respect you as the owner.16 

 

The quote reveals how power can be mobilized through territorialization-from-below. The community's 

intimate relationship with local resources is foundational to their claims for the right to govern locally. To gain 

recognition from the KNU (central and Brigade 4 level) and MG (USDP/NLD), collective actions such as 

public meetings, celebration of international events days, and activities such as forest ordinations, interfaith 

praying and fish conservation ceremonies were organized. The director of a CBO added:  

 

I learned that mapping alone is not sufficient. You will have more power when you perform 

movements and activities. Local knowledge-based research is itself a form of movement. It 

creates space for people on the ground to assert their rights and participate in the management of 

natural resources.17  

 

In Kamoethway, documenting situated knowledge has strengthened the community social movement 

(Schimetat, 2014), as reflected on by the CBO director: 

 

Movement is mobilized through community-led research that performs unrecognized forms of 

resistance, such as research on frogs, orchards, vegetables, fish, butterflies, herbal plants, 

mushrooms, etc. These are of less interest to the authorities—low-profile, daily work that no one 

recognizes as a movement. Through the process, the villagers identify their own problem and 

come out with solutions as well.18  

 

The emergence of territorialization-from-below requires space for civil and political freedoms. Such processes 

often arise as responses to territorialization-from-above, particularly when state(like) governing authorities are 

either unable or unwilling to provide adequate protection or address local needs and priorities. In these contexts, 

communities may assert claims grounded in indigenous rights, local knowledge, and everyday practices, 

drawing on their capacity to organize and manage their own territories. 

 

7. Territorialization-from-below and the reconfiguration of public authority: 
Strategies of resistance, consent, and co-option 

 We now turn to processes of territorialization-from-below, namely how community leaders, CBOs and 

community social movements organized to assert local governance over land and resources, and as such 

navigated and negotiated power relations through engaging with multiple authorities. The previous sections 

illustrate how the community-led conservation process unfolded step by step, strengthening local territorial 

claims in response to territorialization-from-above. 

Everyday resistance in Kamoethway was non-violent, drawing little attention and lacking visible 

leadership, often occurring in informal spaces such as forests and riverbanks (Scott, 1985; Vinthagen & 

Johansson, 2013). These actions quietly asserted collective rights, prompting the state(-like) actors—MG 

(USDP/NLD) and KNU (central and Brigade 4 level)—to recognize community claims in exchange for the 

community's acknowledgment of their public authority (Lund, 2016). We identify three community-led 

strategies as part of territorialization-from-below that engage with and demarcate the boundaries of public 

authority in everyday land and resource governance: resistance, consent, and co-option.  

 
16 Interview, Saw Eh Doh (director of CBO), November 27, 2024. 
17 Interview, Saw Eh Doh (director of CBO), November 27, 2024. 
18 Ibid. 



Naw Pe The Law, Middleton, C. 

Grassroots – Journal of Political Ecology   Vol. 33, 2026    11 Roots, resistance, and decoloniality: 

Political ecology by, for, and of Southeast 

Asia 

 

Resistance to public authority takes both visible and subtle forms. The more visible acts include 

participatory action research documenting the impacts of the DSEZ access road (DDA, 2014) and direct protest, 

such as blocking the road to contest the project (Thai-Burma Road Link, 2013). It also entails less visible forms 

such as community mobilization and community-led conservation efforts, reinforcing the claim that those who 

live in the territory and know what it is inside are the 'real' owners. 

Consent to public authority is clearest in the provision of public services by the KNU Brigade 4 and 

MG (USDP and NLD) that supported some community needs between 2012 and 2021. For example, following 

the 2012 ceasefire, the MG set up schools, health centers and undertook road construction as rural development 

projects (Jolliffe, 2016). The KNU delivered humanitarian aid, education and health care, as well as judicial 

services. Both the KNU and MG also issued land titles and other property-rights related documents. Up until 

the coup, the provision of these services was part of their claims to public authority. 

However, community engagement with public authorities through consent is complex, as demonstrated 

by the DSEZ access road, which passed through the KNLA 4th Brigade's territory. In July 2011, before the 

ceasefire, the KNU 4th Brigade blocked road construction and banned the ITD company vehicles from passing 

through their territory (KNU tightens construction, 2011). At this time, the KNU actively collaborated with the 

nascent Kamoethway community social movement to demand compensation from ITD, and affected 

communities consented to the KNU's public authority to defend their property rights. After the ceasefire, in 

December 2012, ITD and the MG sought the KNU 4th Brigade's cooperation to permit and resume road 

construction (Dawei project developers, 2012). Under these new 'mixed public authority' conditions, the 

Kamoethway community movement shifted to 'co-opting' the public authority of the MG (USDP) and the KNU 

(4th Brigade), who were now endorsing the project. They sought land titles from both the MG and the KNU 

(Mark, 2022), as explained by a middle-aged Karen woman: "I have land titles from both the KNU and the 

Burmese government to have more secure conditions. By having land titles, it is easy to solve the conflict by 

showing documents."19  

In seeking out land titles, villagers were seemingly consenting to the MG and KNU public authority, 

although these state(-like) actors were supporting the project that—through 'territorialization-from-above'—

dispossesses them of their land. However, we view this as strategic co-option of MG's and KNU's public 

authority, given that land titling entwines the state(-like) actors and the community into a form of mutual 

recognition of each other's interests (Lund, 2016). Within the asymmetrical power relations that enabled the 

development of the DSEZ and access road to proceed, this co-option intends to ensure that communities can 

still secure compensation for their lost orchard land.  

 Across all strategies, mutual recognition between ruler and ruled is important, given that public 

authority is relational (Lund, 2016). In the context of a mixed public authority, the community, with support 

from TRIP NET, sought recognition from both KNU (Brigade 4 level) and MG (USDP/NLD), inviting them 

to local events it organized. Gradually, TRIP NET's staff and community leaders also engaged with KNU and 

MG (NLD) central-level authorities through multi-stakeholder and private meetings. They aimed to gain 

recognition from both authorities and to influence policy, including resisting top-down economic and 

conservation projects, which was possible when civil and political freedoms were sufficient during the NLD 

MG period.  

Following the 2021 coup, civil society activity in Kamoethway was significantly reduced due to 

restricted freedom of expression, security threats and intimidation. Many activists fled to remote areas or across 

the Thai-Myanmar border to Thailand, weakening the movement. These losses put at risk the community gains 

obtained through territorialization-from-below. With the KNU/KNLA now the main on-the-ground public 

authority in Kamoethway, there was the possibility that the KNU/KNLA could deepen their local legitimacy 

in this post-mixed authority context. However, the opportunity for this to occur has been weakened by the 

actions of the KNLA Brigade 4 Battalion Commander discussed earlier.  

 

 
19 Interview, Naw Aye May (villager), November 29, 2024. 
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8. Conclusion 
In this article, we have analyzed the interconnections between 'territorialization-from-above' by state(-

like) actors and 'territorialization-from-below' involving community leaders, CBOs and a wider community 

social movement in the Kamoethway area. We have furthermore emphasized how territorialization from-above 

and from-below is entwined with the production of public authority, also emphasizing that public authority is 

produced relationally between state(-like) actors and community members. The article contributes to debates 

on territorialization and public authority in Myanmar, furthering scholarship that has addressed central-level 

state and militarized encroachment into indigenous areas through resource appropriation, conservation and 

economic development projects, namely territorialization-from-above and its top-down enactment and form of 

public authority.  

Territorialization-from-below involved organizing a community social movement, documenting 

situated knowledges, and claiming community collective rights to govern territory locally. This went beyond 

counter-mapping (i.e. delineating territory) to the demonstration of an intimate knowledge of landscape through 

lived experience and social mobilization (Anthias, 2023). As such, community social movements leveraged 

strategies of territorialization-from-below both materially and discursively; they territorialized space not only 

through the declaration of conservation zones, regular patrols and monitoring, but also by invoking indigenous 

rights and local knowledge. Community empowerment through territorialization-from-below, however, 

depends on sufficient civil and political freedoms, and these conditions were only in place between the 2012 

ceasefire and the 2021 coup. After the coup, the MG (SAC) withdrew from Kamoethway, leaving the KNU 

(Brigade 4) as the principal public authority. We critically examined the dilemmas of the KNU/KNLA's public 

authority and governance in this post-coup context, in particular, how the KNU Brigade 4's institutional 

accountability to the Kamoethway community was weakened by militarized security concerns and the 

predominance of private interests until the removal of the Brigade Commander in 2025.  

We have argued that strategies of resistance, consent, and co-option towards the KNU and MG were 

attempts to influence power relations between the community and public authority. We suggest that the local 

community of Kamoethway 'offered' recognition to the KNU (and during the quasi-democratic period, to the 

MG under USDP and NLD), in exchange for the recognition of the community's own collective rights to govern 

territory locally, including the governance of resources and land. This demonstrates the relational nature of 

public authority and suggests the possibility of shifting power relations within it. However, tensions emerged 

when there was disagreement over how natural resources should be conserved and/or used. KNU Brigade 4 

officials based in Kamoethway initially had a close relationship with the Kamoethway community social 

movement but later began to view community mobilization as a challenge to their public authority. Our analysis 

argues that empowering communities to assert and manage their own interests reinforces the legitimacy of 

public authority when it is accountable to and grounded in the collective will of the people.  

To conclude, we reflect on a quote from a Karen woman: "I love conservation activities since it can 

prevent [harmful projects] and protect us." 20 Reflecting on the relational characteristics of territorialization 

and public authority, the KNU Brigade 4 in Kamoethway could demonstrate its commitment to this shared 

vision and support grassroots empowerment through protecting civil and political freedoms. In doing so, the 

KNU Brigade 4 would affirm its accountability to the Karen community, and through combining synergistic 

strengths of territorialization from-above and from-below, bolster Karen indigenous territorial claims in 

Kamoethway and advance the legitimacy of the KNU public authority in the post-coup context. 
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