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Abstract 

Dam-associated violence has shaped villagers' lives since the launch of 

Thailand's Pak Mun Dam project 35 years ago. This slow violence—

manifesting through ecological degradation, livelihood loss, and cultural 

disruption—has prompted equally enduring forms of resistance. Affected 

communities have challenged state power through subtle and overt 

resistance, sustained over decades. This article uses a Feminist Political 

Ecology (FPE) approach to explore how the gendered experiences of slow 

violence give rise to equally gendered forms of slow resistance. We examine 

how women protestors assert their leadership and legitimacy within the anti-

dam movement. In a context of enduring gender inequalities in society, 

women must navigate complex social expectations and power dynamics to 

participate meaningfully in collective advocacy. 
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1. Introduction 

The Pak Mun Dam in northeastern Thailand is a site of contestation and an emblem of 

resistance to megaprojects across the Global South. Built in the early 1990s, the dam has been 

described as one of the most damaging hydropower projects in Southeast Asia (SEA) due to its 

dramatic ecological and social consequences (Roberts, 1993, 1995). Studies have shown that the dam 

blocked critical fish migrations between the Mun and Mekong Rivers, causing a collapse in one of 

the most productive inland fisheries in the region and undermining the livelihoods of thousands of 

households (Roberts, 1993; WCD, 2000; Foran & Manorom, 2009; Baird et al., 2020; Soukhaphon 

& Baird, 2024). So-called "run-of-the-river" projects like Pak Mun have amounted to "ruin-of-the-

river," due to their profound ecological disruptions. As a result, over the last 35 years, the dam's 

impacts have reflected what Nixon (2011) terms slow violence—the incremental, dispersed, and often 

invisible forms of ecological destruction and cultural loss. Yet alongside this violence, resistance has 

persisted in multiple forms, ranging from mass protests to ritual commemoration and long-term, 

everyday negotiations (Foran & Manorom, 2009; Jaitrong and Manorom; 2014; Manorom, 2024; 

Soukhaphon & Baird, 2024). 

While there is a large body of research focusing on the impacts of and responses to the Pak 

Mun Dam and its construction, there is a lack of focus on the interconnection between slow violence 

and slow resistance associated with the dam in the context of culture in Thailand's northeast (locally 

called Isan): this is the article's focus. In Pak Mun area, womens' careful negotiations within 
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households, community networks, and institutional arenas constitute deliberate yet understated 

strategies that sustain leadership and reshape authority across generations. This perspective builds on 

Feminist Political Ecology's (FPE) focus on situated knowledges, everyday practices, and 

intersectional positionality (Rocheleau, Thomas-Slayter, & Wangari, 1996) to reveal how resistance 

in response to slow violence is not only gendered but also stratified by land ownership, kinship roles, 

and access to leadership in Isan. 

Our intervention contributes to and extends existing scholarship in two ways. First, it builds 

on earlier research on slow or long-term resistance (Fung & Lamb, 2023; Soukhaphon & Baird, 

2024)—we explicitly address how gender norms and authority relations shape these practices. 

Second, we extend work on slow violence in SEA (Blake & Barney, 2018; Baird, 2021; Brickell, 

2024; Dao, 2025) by linking slow violence to slow resistance, demonstrating that the latter is 

gendered and womens' resistance at Pak Mun is not confined to either overt opposition or action 

through rituals and commemorative practices (Soukhaphon & Baird, 2024). Rather, it is enacted 

through everyday negotiations of gendered authority, leadership building, and intergenerational 

knowledge transmission.  

The article is organized into several interconnected sections. We first examine 

the theoretical/conceptual framework, which links FPE with concepts of slow violence and slow 

resistance, emphasizing womens' gendered negotiations of authority. The context section traces the 

dam's history, energy rationale, ecological consequences, and community responses. This is followed 

by a description of the study sites, highlighting pre- and post-dam construction livelihoods and 

cultural practices. The methodology outlines longitudinal, feminist-informed fieldwork, emphasizing 

reflexivity and the authors' insider–outsider positionality. Next, a section on hegemonic masculinity 

and Isan gender norms analyzes cultural and religious gender dynamics. This is followed by a 

discussion of the interconnection between slow violence and slow resistance, exploring how women 

mobilize caregiving and cultural authority into long-term political strategies. The conclusion reflects 

how womens' everyday negotiations reshape leadership and resistance under conditions of slow 

violence. 

 

2. Analytical framework 

We draw on feminist political ecology to analyze the everyday gendered politics, slow 

violence, and slow resistance surrounding the Pak Mun Dam. Nixon (2011) defines slow violence as 

occurring "…gradually and out of sight, a violence of delayed destruction that is dispersed across 

time and space, an attritional violence that is typically not viewed as violence at all" (p.3). It is also 

"exponential, operating as a major threat multiplier; it can fuel long-term, proliferating conflicts in 

situations where the conditions for sustaining life become increasingly but gradually degraded" (p. 

3). Slow violence often manifests from extractivist practices that prioritize short-term gains over 

long-term sustainability and well-being, disproportionately impacting marginalized communities and 

ecosystems (Mostafanezhad & Dressler, 2021; Dao, 2016, 2018, 2022; Baird, 2021). In Southeast 

Asia, scholars have documented the slow violence associated with large dams on the Mekong River 

(e.g., Baird, 2021; Blake & Barney, 2018) as well as with small hydropower projects (Dao, 2025). 

Beyond hydropower, scholars have mobilized the concept of slow violence to analyze other domains, 

such as debt in Cambodia (Brickell, 2024) or water diversion in the Salween River Basin (Fung & 

Lamb, 2023).   

In response to slow violence, communities often engage in what Fung and Lamb (2023) call 

slow resistance—incremental, everyday practices of negotiation, persistence, and solidarity that 
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unfold over years of attritional struggle. These strategies gain strength not from dramatic 

confrontation, but from cultural legitimacy and the capacity to sustain movements under authoritarian 

or repressive conditions.  

Slow resistance unfolds differently in diverse contexts across SEA. For example, drawing on 

the case of the Salween River Basin (Thailand/Myanmar), Fung and Lamb show how resistance to 

large dam and diversion projects is not limited to overt protest. It is strategic, generational, and often 

subtle, involving delaying tactics, ceremonial practices ("slow tempos"), and other forms of 

endurance (2023: 1664). Such approaches, they argue, are frequently overlooked in scholarship that 

privileges visible protest but are crucial for challenging unjust development when direct opposition 

is too risky. Joshi (2022) demonstrates how Cambodian womens' "gendered repertoires of 

contention" simultaneously disrupt and reproduce patriarchal norms in land struggles under 

authoritarian rule. In a different study, Afiff et al. (2005) highlight how agrarian movements in West 

Java are not only about defending livelihoods, but also about contesting entrenched power relations 

and reclaiming political authority. Malseed (2008) illustrates how Karen communities in Myanmar 

sustain "movement-less" resistance through diffuse practices of solidarity, endurance, and everyday 

survival in the absence of formal movements. Soukhaphon and Baird's (2024) analysis of womens' 

commemorative practices at Pak Mun highlights how rituals and memory work sustain collective 

opposition and critique after large-scale mobilizations decline. Their study emphasizes the affective 

and cultural dimensions of resistance. Together, these studies reveal how slow, diffuse, and relational 

strategies of opposition resonate across the region. 

In the case of Pak Mun, womens' activism illustrates how slow resistance is not only a practical 

response to the ongoing slow violence of dam development and what comes after, but also a gendered 

reworking of everyday life into a terrain of political contestation. We argue that processes of slow 

resistance against the Pak Mun Dam—produced relationally alongside processes of slow violence—

must be analyzed as gendered struggles, negotiations, and forms of empowerment. In this article, we 

extend Lamb and Fung's definition of slow resistance to reconceptualize it as the deliberate, 

relational, and often understated strategies through which marginalized actors—particularly 

women—navigate power structures to build leadership and challenge dominant development 

agendas. In Pak Mun anti-dam movements, womens' careful negotiation within familial, community, 

and institutional contexts constitutes a gendered form of resistance that unfolds gradually, reshaping 

authority and collective action over time. This approach foregrounds agency, cultural sensitivity, and 

long-term transformation rather than overt confrontation. Our analysis shows that womens' practices 

are not confined to commemoration, but rather they involve everyday negotiations of authority within 

households, kinship networks, and activist organizations. In this way, we bring together Fung and 

Lamb's (2023) attention to time and endurance with Soukhaphon and Baird's (2024) emphasis on 

affect and memory, demonstrating that slow resistance at Pak Mun is both relational and gendered. 

To understand the intergenerational and intersectional dimensions of struggles over power, 

justice, and resource governance, FPE scholars focus "…on resource access and control, gendered 

constructions of knowledge, and the embeddedness of local gendered environmental struggles in 

regional and global political economic contexts" (Resurrección & Elmhirst, 2008: 7). Research on 

dam-related issues in SEA shows that this focus opens FPE analysis up to the further exploration of 

political responses that facilitate resilience, reworking, and resistance (Dao, 2025) or healing in ways 

that can transform emotional subjectivities (Soukhaphon & Baird, 2024). FPE highlights how such 

processes are deeply gendered, as women disproportionately absorb the impacts of disrupted 

subsistence and caregiving roles. Thus, building on FPE helps us to better understand the 
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interconnection between slow violence and slow resistance in Thailand's patriarchal society, 

especially in Isan culture.  

There are complexities and pressures associated with breaking out of traditional gender roles 

in Isan and Thailand; many women feel pride and responsibility when navigating protest spaces that 

men have historically dominated (Lapanun & Thomson, 2018). Womens' participation is crucial 

since men and women often experience the impacts of water governance decisions differently. Dam-

impacted women embody the physical and emotional struggles of environmental changes, including 

the gendered dimensions of environmental labor (Manorom, 2024). Failing to adequately involve 

women in decision-making processes often results in governance outcomes that do not fully address 

household and community needs, particularly regarding sustainable livelihoods. As an example, 

womens' burdens increase when governance structures fail to recognize or accommodate their 

responsibilities for accessing water for domestic and agricultural purposes (Manorom, 2024). Despite 

being marginalized in formal governance structures, women are often central to local, informal water 

management systems. Grassroots movements seek to resist or adapt to large-scale water projects, 

especially dam projects or water diversions that disrupt local ecosystems and affect food security, 

fisheries, and agricultural productivity (Delfau & Yeophantong, 2020). Though our research, we aim 

to extend these insights by demonstrating that at Pak Mun, womens' slow resistance is simultaneously 

temporal, relational, and gendered—practices that not only counter the enduring effects of slow 

violence, but also reconfigure authority and sustain collective action over time. 

 

3. Setting the scene 

The Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand (EGAT) launched the Pak Mun Dam project 

in 1989 as part of a plan to address northeastern Thailand's chronic energy shortages. The dam, 

located on the Mun River near its confluence with the Mekong in Ubon Ratchathani province, was 

designed as a run-of-the-river scheme with eight sluice gates and four turbines, providing a planned 

capacity of 136 megawatts (MW) (TDRI, 2000). At the time, the Isan region required 820 MW but 

produced only 130 MW locally, forcing dependence on power imports from other parts of Thailand 

as well as Laos (Mekong Commons, 2016; WCD, 2000; Baird et al., 2020). Completed in 1994, the 

dam was expected to stabilize energy supply but fell far short of expectations. A World Commission 

on Dams (2000) report revealed actual output of around 40 MW, only a fraction of the intended 

capacity. 

Although Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) was formally introduced in 1975, the 

initial assessment for the Pak Mun project, conducted by TEAM Consulting in 1982, focused 

narrowly on hydrology and fish species while overlooking social and livelihood dimensions (TEAM 

Consulting, 1982; WCD, 2000). When the dam site was moved upstream from Kaeng Tana after it 

was declared a national park, no new EIA was prepared, a decision that was later criticized by 

researchers, NGOs and anti-dam movements for violating principles of accountability and 

participatory governance (WCD, 2000). In its 1991 report, Norconsult highlighted persistent neglect 

of social justice and institutional accountability, even though construction was underway by the end 

of the 1980s (Norconsult, 1991). 

The dam's social and ecological impacts were concentrated in 65 villages along the Mun River 

where communities relied heavily on fisheries (Ubon Ratchathani University, 2002). Roberts (1993, 

2001) documented how the dam disrupted fish migrations and devastated one of Thailand's most 

productive inland fisheries, rendering traditional fishing gear and practices obsolete. Other studies 

by Khon Kaen University (1994), Ubon Ratchathani University (2002), and the Thailand Institute of 
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Scientific and Technological Research (TISTR) (2000) confirmed that thousands of households 

experienced declining incomes, livelihood collapse, and cultural dislocation—manifestations of slow 

violence. In 2000, the World Commission on Dams identified Pak Mun as a global example of the 

disproportionate burden that local communities bear relative to a dam's limited energy benefits 

(WCD, 2000). 

In response to the dam's long-term impacts, affected villagers mobilized under the Assembly 

of the Poor (AoP), a Thai grassroots movement established in 1995 to represent marginalized 

communities affected by large-scale development projects, including the Pak Mun Dam, staging 

prolonged demonstrations and expanding Tai Baan (Thai villager) research to assert their local 

knowledge. Their demands included seasonally opening the dam gates to restore fish migration and 

partially rehabilitate livelihoods. As mentioned above, while the dam's energy contribution remained 

limited, its ecological and social consequences were profound. Mitigation efforts, such as a fish 

ladder, failed, and compensation schemes were inconsistently applied and largely inadequate. Many 

families lost food security, income, and cultural ties to the river, with some forced into debt or 

migration (Baird et al., 2020; WCD, 2000). Foran and Manorom (2009) describe the case as 

"perpetually contested," reflecting unresolved grievances and broader governance failures in 

Thailand's hydropower planning. 

Resistance to the dam has unfolded in multiple phases over more than three decades. In the 

1990s and early 2000s, villagers staged dramatic protests, including occupations of the dam site and 

a 99-day demonstration outside Government House in Bangkok, where participants used hunger 

strikes and bodily presence to demand recognition (Manorom, 2024). As mass mobilizations 

diminished over time, particularly with the aging of core leaders, local women emerged as central 

actors in sustaining resistance through ritual and cultural memory. Ceremonies such as Liang Luang 

Liang Wang, marking fish migrations, and Boon Mot, commemorating activist Wanida 

Tantiwittayapitak, transformed resistance into practices of remembrance and care (Soukhaphon & 

Baird, 2024). These acts highlight how environmental dispossession intersects with ethnicity and 

gender, ensuring that while the state portrays the dam as a completed project, opposition persists in 

embodied, everyday, and intergenerational forms. 

 

4. Study sites 

This study was conducted in affected villages located downstream of the dam site in three 

districts of Ubon Ratchathani province: Khong Chiam (upstream of the dam), and Sirindhorn and 

Phibun Mangsahan (downstream of the dam) (Figure 1). The communities have historically 

depended on the river's seasonal flows and fisheries as the foundation of their subsistence economy, 

cultural identity, and social cohesion. Prior to the dam's construction, fishing was the dominant 

livelihood, supplemented by rice farming, riverbank gardening, and forest foraging. According to a 

Ubon Ratchathani University (2002) study, average annual household fishing income reached 25,742 

baht (US$1,830) before the dam's completion. The Mun River supported over 200 fish species, 

including important migratory species from the Mekong that provided both cash income and daily 

food security. With the dam gates' closure, fishing incomes collapsed to around 3,045 baht (US$74) 

per household annually, forcing many villagers to shift into precarious wage labor, small-scale 

trading, or outmigration to urban centers (Ubon Ratchathani University, 2002: 24).  
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Figure 1: Pak Mun Dam location. Courtesy of Ian Baird  

 

The dam also disrupted broader livelihood systems and cultural practices. Households that 

once cultivated vegetables and herbs along the riverbanks lost access to fertile floodplains due to 

permanent inundation. Spirit rituals and merit-making ceremonies tied to fish migrations and rapids 

declined, signaling an erosion of cultural identity (Ubon Ratchathani University, 2002: 26). Post-

impact assessments further reveal that while some villagers sought alternative work in nearby towns, 

the majority remained tethered to the river, adapting their fishing practices to seasonal dam gate 

openings (Photo 1). These strategies reflect riverine communities' resilience and vulnerability, 

reminding us that these subsistence economies remain profoundly shaped by the Mun River's altered 

hydrology (TISTR, 2001; Ubon Ratchathani University, 2002). 

 

5. Methodology 

We drew on feminist geographic methodologies, emphasizing reflexivity, positionality, and 

the insider/outsider dynamics that shape fieldwork. Positionality, as Sultana (2007) notes, is fluid 

and negotiated through everyday interactions, requiring attentiveness to power asymmetries and 

ethical dilemmas. Cuomo and Massaro (2016) similarly underscore the importance of boundary-

making, where researchers navigate tensions between intimacy and distance in ways that shape 

knowledge production. Building on these insights, and recent contributions by Fung (2024) on ethical 

adaptation in politically sensitive contexts, this study situates itself within a feminist tradition that 

foregrounds relational ethics and knowledge co-production. These commitments guided the 
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fieldwork's design and conduct, shaping how data was gathered and interpreted with affected 

communities. 

The first author has conducted over two decades of longitudinal research on womens' 

experiences of slow violence related to the Pak Mun Dam and their everyday politics challenging 

hegemonic masculinity in water management. Through repeated field visits over 25 years, she has 

documented evolving livelihoods, social structures, and economic conditions, collecting extensive 

qualitative data from non-governmental organizations (NGO), policymakers, and villagers (Rigg & 

Vandergeest, 2012). 

The first author occupies insider and outsider positions. As an Isan native, she shares linguistic 

and cultural familiarity with affected community members but does not fully share their lived 

experiences of displacement and struggle. This duality enables empathy while maintaining critical 

distance, allowing her to amplify marginalized voices and reflect on her scholarly privilege and role 

in shaping knowledge and power relations. From 2022–2024, she interviewed 35 women to 

foreground their experiences of slow resistance and everyday politics that are often overlooked in 

male-dominated dam narratives. While men joined mixed discussions, the focus remained on 

womens' gendered perspectives on livelihoods and leadership. She also served on a provincial 

committee (2003–2008) addressing Pak Mun issues. During this period she organized 20 focus group 

discussions (FGD) across three districts and participated in AoP meetings, which provided rich 

insights into how resistance is embedded in everyday life and local governance.  

The second author is an outsider who does not speak Thai, relying on interpreters to 

communicate with villagers and learn about their lives and experiences resisting the Pak Mun Dam. 

This reliance shaped the nature of the interactions and interpretations, but she remains attentive to 

the limitations and ethical considerations of conducting cross-cultural research through mediated 

dialogue. She visited the site in 2005, 2007, 2014, and 2018. Together, over the years, the authors 

conducted in total of more than 30 FGDs in the three earlier-mentioned districts that also engaged 

AoP leaders and members. FGDs were organized in villages along the Mun River inhabited by dam-

affected communities. Groups of 10–12 participants, either all women or mixed, were facilitated in 

Thai by the first author. These discussions aimed to generate collective insights into displacement, 

livelihood transformations, compensation disputes, and everyday practices of resistance. In-depth 

interviews were conducted at locations chosen for participants' convenience and symbolic 

relevance—such as community halls, temples, protest sites by the Mun River, and participants' 

homes. Key informants were selected purposively, focusing on those with long-term engagement in 

the Pak Mun movement and direct experience of livelihood loss. About 80% of participants were 

women, a composition shaped by the study's emphasis on gendered dimensions of dam impacts and 

womens' ecological and political contributions, alongside challenges in securing male participants 

for interviews. Over 70% were from the older generation, reflecting their historical involvement and 

memory of the struggle. Participation was entirely voluntary, with informed consent ensuring ethical 

and emotional safety. 

  

6. Hegemonic masculinity and Isan gender norms 

Building on the Feminist Political Ecology (FPE) framework, this section examines how 

hegemonic masculinity and gender norms in Isan shape the dynamics of slow resistance at Pak Mun. 

FPE emphasizes that environmental struggles are embedded within gendered relations of power, 

where social expectations and identities influence access to resources, decision-making, and 

participation (Rocheleau, Thomas-Slayter, & Wangari, 1996; Resurrección & Elmhirst, 2008). In the 
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Isan context, hegemonic masculinity—reproduced through Buddhist moral hierarchies and 

patriarchal state institutions—naturalizes male authority over women (Keyes, 1984). Although 

matrilineal inheritance grants women certain forms of household authority (Lapanun, 2019), this 

coexistence with patriarchal public norms continues to marginalize them from political and religious 

life (Keyes, 1984). Yet these structures also generate spaces for negotiation and transformation. 

Lapanun (2019) shows that women use their matrilineal inheritance and transnational marriages to 

reshape household strategies and enhance their economic and social mobility. Similarly, Lapanun et 

al. (2024) demonstrate that care work, often associated with traditional gender roles, becomes a site 

of negotiation and empowerment as women reinterpret caregiving not merely as obligation, but as a 

means of securing material well-being, asserting moral authority, and influencing household and 

community decisions.  

These dynamics reveal that womens' agency in Isan is not fixed but continuously negotiated 

within, and sometimes against, patriarchal norms—transforming everyday practices of care and 

kinship into forms of resistance and empowerment. By situating Isan gender relations within the FPE 

framework, this section shows how womens' engagements with the Pak Mun Dam transform 

culturally sanctioned roles into political acts, revealing the relational entanglement of gender, 

ecology, and power (Soukhaphon & Baird, 2024; Manorom, 2024). Our findings highlight the 

diversity of household practices, shaped not only by gender but also by race, class, culture, and 

household context, thereby complicating simplistic assumptions about transnational unions.  

  

 

 

Photo 1: Wife and husband catching fish along the Mun River.  Photo taken by the first 

author (March 2025) 

 

In sum, traditional gender norms designate women as primary caregivers and custodians of the 

home and environment (Delfau & Yeophantong, 2020) even though the matrilocal structure endows 
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them with land inheritance rights (Lapanun, 2019). This means women have substantial influence 

within the family but limited authority in public or political spheres, where men are typically seen as 

community representatives (Bowie, 2008; Lapanun, 2019). While women can be elected as a village 

head or sub-district leader, the villagers generally prefer male leaders. One woman explained: 

"Women can be [the village head]. They got rights to be. If they determine to be, they can get votes. 

But being a woman village head is not an easy job . . . . When having conflict or fighting in the 

village, women usually cannot solve the problem as well as men do." Many men and women in the 

village believe that women should only engage in culturally sanctioned work like caregiving. 

However, others are more open:   

 

Women can work perfectly on health issues. Mostly, women are selected as public 

health volunteers. But if women are elected as village head, men should be happy for 

them. I am happy for them. They are great and they have rights to be elected. Women 

are capable at reading and writing, and they know how to speak with the government 

officers too (Male, Interview, 2024, key informant's home).  

 

The Pak Mun Dam crisis pushed women beyond traditional roles as they faced the gendered impacts 

of slow violence. With fisheries and gardens lost, women—especially older ones—endured 

economic and emotional hardships while sustaining households. As men migrated for work, women 

took on public roles, confronting officials and leading rituals, turning caregiving into collective 

activism. 

These dynamics are vividly reflected in the voices of women who have lived through the dam's 

impacts. One female village head discussed the unique tensions that she encountered in a public-

facing role: "I never thought I'd be the one standing up to officials . . . that was supposed to be a 

man's job. But when the river suffered, I felt it in my bones—I had to do something" (Interview, 

2024, key informant's home). Another woman mirrored this sentiment: "In my family, I am the 'boss,' 

even if my husband signs the documents . . . but in public, I had to learn how to speak up" (Interview, 

2024, key informant's home). In a March 2025 FGD held in a village's community hall, one of the 

movement's female leaders told us that she gained her fellow citizens' respect by making merit at the 

temple, a tradition embedded in Isan culture and religion. She had engaged in merit making since her 

childhood and understood that harnessing local culture could simultaneously bolster her acceptance 

and shape her into a moral leader.  

In brief, our research demonstrates that the slow violence linked to dam-induced 

environmental changes disproportionately affects women, particularly through the gendered 

dimensions of environmental labor. This includes the often-overlooked and undervalued domestic 

responsibilities—such as cooking and caregiving—that women bear, which are further marginalized 

in the context of large-scale infrastructure projects like dam construction. The cumulative impacts of 

slow violence underscore the intersection of gender, environment, and power as women not only 

bear the brunt of environmental harm, but also challenge these dynamics through their resistance. By 

reinterpreting their domestic labor and emotional labor as sites of resistance, women reshape their 

roles in the struggle against the dam, negotiating both survival and agency in the face of ongoing 

violence. These dynamics underscores the value of a FPE lens as we show how hegemonic 

masculinity is not only reproduced in environmental struggles but also strategically negotiated and 

challenged through womens' resistance, care labor, and emerging leadership. In this way, FPE helps 
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to reveal how gendered power relations are reconfigured under conditions of slow violence, turning 

domestic responsibilities into sites of slow resistance. 

7. Slow violence and slow resistance  

The Pak Mun Dam exemplifies slow violence, which is a gradual, dispersed form of harm that 

erodes livelihoods, cultures, and bodies over time rather than through a single catastrophic event 

(Nixon, 2011). This incremental destruction has been felt most acutely by women, whose everyday 

labor tied them to the river. Losing the river as a reliable food source drastically changed their daily 

routines. For the women of Pak Mun, everyday activities have become inherently political, an 

embodiment of the politics of everyday experiences (Manorom, 2024). Once fishing became 

unviable, many women took up wage labor or migrated for employment, leaving their family and 

cultural responsibilities behind. This impacted their ability to participate in traditional communal 

activities and cultural rituals. The women who remained in their villages took on additional burdens, 

such as working in construction or as agricultural laborers, to supplement family income. Younger 

women, who came of age after the dam gates closed, did not inherit direct subsistence ties to the 

river. For them, the Mun River is less a source of livelihood than a site of memory and emotion. 

Though they may not fish or farm, the dam's legacy continues to impact their lives through reduced 

family income, migration pressures, and the loss of community cohesion. 

One man shared: "We lost our income, so I need to work far from home. About 80 percent of 

males are working outside like I do. So, it's my wife who joins village meetings as she stays home, 

and so do many other women in the village" (Interview, 2023, key informant's home). Despite these 

challenges, the women of the Mae Moon (Mun River) remain committed to advocating for their 

communities' rights and for the river's restoration. Those who stay behind manage dual roles as 

caregivers and protest participants. "My husband is in the city, but I stay here to raise our children 

and fight for our future" (Interview, 2024, key informant's home). Another participant shared: "At 

first, I was just helping in the kitchen . . . then I realized my voice mattered. I joined the meetings, 

shared my thoughts, and people listened" (FGD, 2023, village's community hall). This shift from 

support roles to active advocacy was a transformative moment in the movement (Delang, 2002). 

These findings align with other studies on how responses to slow violence are situated within 

historical and cultural contexts that both affect and enable them (Dao, 2025; Pain & Cahill, 2022; 

Piedalue, 2022; de Vos & Delabre, 2018).  

Pak Mun women have become central figures in the anti-dam movement (Manorom, 2024) by 

leveraging potentially constraining societal expectations as tools for empowerment. Like all women 

who strategically navigate patriarchy and public spaces (Lamb et al., 2017), Pak Mun women 

exercise everyday resistance in the anti-dam movement through careful negotiation. Women activists 

draw on their caregiving roles and community ties to gain legitimacy and leadership roles in 

the male-dominated anti-dam movement. Respected leaders like Ms. Sompong leverage their 

positions in the temple and at community events to gain legitimacy. She explained: "The government 

doesn't see us as leaders, so we have to earn it. I joined temple events, helped at the clinic . . . people 

began to see me as a trusted figure" (FGD, 2024, at the village's temple). An alignment with culturally 

valued roles instituted a sense of respect and enhanced her influence within the community and the 

movement.  

Feminist scholarship on SEA shows how women strategically rework traditional roles in 

activism. For instance, Joshi (2022) demonstrates how Cambodian women frame their resistance 

through caregiving and moral authority, while Morgan (2017) highlights Indonesian womens' use of 

household and community identities to contest oil palm expansion. Similarly, Chambers and Marlar 
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(2023) show how young women transformed cultural symbols of femininity into tools of defiance 

during Myanmar's Spring Revolution, which began in 2021. These studies inform our analysis of 

Pak Mun, where women negotiated traditional roles to gain legitimacy and gradually enter political 

spaces. Their activism, rooted in cultural expectations of care and morality, demonstrates how slow 

resistance is both gendered and transformative. Joshi's (2022) concept of gendered repertoires of 

contention where Cambodian women use maternal identities, non-partisan framing, and solidarity to 

resist land grabs, resonates strongly with the Pak Mun case. In this sense, the Pak Mun experience 

contributes to a growing body of feminist scholarship that situates womens' resistance within 

culturally sanctioned roles, transforming slow violence into slow, gendered resistance. 

Women involved in the Pak Mun anti-dam movement strategically aligned their actions with 

culturally accepted roles of care and community service. By framing their public engagement as an 

extension of domestic responsibility, they assumed leadership without appearing to challenge social 

norms. In meetings with predominantly male officials, they emphasized family welfare, income loss, 

and food security, issues tied to caregiving identities, while men typically addressed technical and 

environmental impacts of the dam. This gendered division of advocacy made womens' participation 

both legitimate and influential within the community. 

Once the full scope of the dam's environmental damage became apparent—especially after the 

decline in fish populations and livelihood destruction—women became more vocal in their 

opposition. One of the most influential women, Wanida Tantiwitayapitak (who died in 2007), 

inspired other local women to stand up for their rights. The first author's interviews and observations 

between 2002 and 2003 reveal that Tantiwitayapitak played a crucial role in the anti-dam movement 

and the AoP. She mobilized affected villagers, particularly women, to demand fair compensation and 

advocate for the reopening of the Mun River's sluice gates to restore fish migration. Her influence 

extended beyond local activism by linking the movement to national and international networks.  

Pak Mun women understood that unity in the movement was crucial and that gender conflicts 

would weaken their efforts. To avoid friction, they often positioned themselves as partners, not 

competitors, to male activists. The women formed networks that contributed to organizing and 

maintaining protests, providing logistical support, and leading negotiations with government officials 

(Somphan & Phoman, 2012). Leaders like Ms. Sompong reflected on their multifaceted roles within 

the protests: "When we occupied the dam in 1999, we weren't just standing there—we were fighting, 

cooking, feeding, healing. We became everything our community needed" (Interview, 2024, 

protesting site by the Mun River). Women and men community leaders have traveled to Bangkok 

and elsewhere to negotiate with officials. Ms. Sompong shared:  

 

We did not divide tasks among women and men when we were at the table with the 

government. We agreed to support each other during the dialogue. We wanted to 

communicate our problems—which are livelihood losses and no fish in the river—with 

the government. Men presented problems on loss of fish species, while women talked 

about income and riverbank gardens. We presented to the government our severe 

problems created by the dam, and we needed fair compensation, either cash or land. 

(Interview, 2023, key informant's home) 

 

During the protests, women handled a wide range of responsibilities, from meal preparation to 

protesting on the frontlines. The Pho Klau Yai team (The Big Kitchen team) was a gender-mixed 

group (40% women) whose main roles included planning, strategizing, and coordinating 
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participation in the protest. The team often chose women to front the protest since they eased the 

tensions and negotiations (Interview, 2024, key informant's home).  

The women who joined the anti-dam movement worked out their own ways to fight for their 

rights. They employed a calm, factual, and detail-oriented communication style that contrasts with 

male activists' sometimes confrontational approach. Officials and community leaders respected this 

composed demeanor. Womens' methodical and measured tone allowed them to convey complex 

issues in a non-threatening way, enhancing their credibility and allowing them to bypass potential 

resistance from male counterparts who often view assertiveness as a challenge to authority. "They 

respect her [Ms. Sompong] because she is precise, calm, and factual" (Interview with male village 

leader, 2024, key informant's home). Another male local leader recounted how womens' calm 

demeanors and respectfulness in meetings often gained them an official's ear: "When she spoke, she 

didn't raise her voice but used facts calmly . . . . They listened to her because she made her points 

clearly and respectfully" (Interview, 2024, key informant's home).  

The slow violence associated with the Pak Mun Dam engendered not only "slow" resistance 

(Fung & Lamb, 2023) but also "slow" empowerment. NGO-led training sessions were pivotal for 

equipping Pak Mun women with the negotiation and public speaking skills to confidently articulate 

their demands. A female trained activist shared: "Before, I was afraid to speak; now, I know our 

rights, and I know how to ask for them" (FGD, 2023, at village's temple). This subtle shift in the 

balance of power allowed women to be taken seriously without directly challenging gender norms.  

The Pak Mun women also sustained their efforts through mutual support networks that 

reinforced their collective resilience. This solidarity provided strength and continuity in a society 

where female activism can draw criticism. Regular meetings allowed women to share strategies, offer 

advice, and support each other emotionally. "Together, we're stronger," one activist shared 

(Interview, 2024, key informant's home). Pak Mun women also negotiated their roles within their 

households to balance activism and domestic responsibilities. Some families upheld traditional 

structures, with husbands as primary decision-makers, while others embraced more collaborative 

arrangements. Women assumed additional responsibilities in households when men worked outside 

the village. Negotiating these family roles created a foundation of trust that supported their 

involvement in the movement and ensured their activism did not disrupt family harmony.  

The Pak Mun example confirms that generational differences shape resistance. Older villagers, 

whose livelihoods and cultural identities were more tightly bound to the river, expressed profound 

attachment and led most of the long-term struggles over compensation for their losses. Many younger 

villagers, by contrast, migrated to urban areas in search of income, distancing themselves from the 

river as a daily resource. This has meant that older women drive the movement's visible leadership 

and persistence; they remain embedded in rural communities and act as carriers of memory, cultural 

continuity, and political mobilization. The movement has also nurtured intergenerational activism, 

with older women sharing their experiences and wisdom with younger family members. This has 

contributed to (and grown) the movement over more than three decades. One elder reflected: "My 

daughter asks me all the time—'Why don't they listen to us? Will we ever see justice?' Her questions 

drive me to continue" (Interview, 2024, key informant's home). The movement's self-appointed 

historian noted: "I remember every promise they made and every broken one . . . I tell the younger 

women so they never forget what we're owed" (Interview, 2024, key informant's home). This 

intergenerational memory-keeping has reinforced the struggle's continuity, grounding it in a shared 

history of resilience and collective identity (Missingham, 1999, 2003). After more than thirty years 

of fighting, in 2023, the Thai government started a screening process to determine affected villagers' 
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eligibility for permanent compensation, offering hope that their grievances might soon be partially 

addressed. 

Urban residents of Ubon and nearby towns often view the Mun River more as a symbolic or 

recreational space than as a subsistence base, underscoring how the river's meaning diverges between 

those directly affected and those on its margins. These intra-community differences reveal how slow 

resistance is stratified by class, generation, and geography; while all share the legacy of ecological 

loss, it is the poorest, the oldest, and the most river-dependent who sustain the everyday labor of 

resistance. 

Our findings highlight that individuals' and communities' experiences of slow violence and 

resistance along the Mun River are not uniform but shaped by intersecting factors such as class, 

generation, and urban–rural positionality and location. Poorer households with little or no land were 

the most dependent on fishing, riverbank gardening, and foraging. For these families, the dam's 

ecological destruction cut directly into subsistence and daily survival, producing deeper precarity 

than for wealthier households with diversified assets. Women from land-poor families often carried 

the heaviest burden, combining casual wage labor with caregiving while still participating in protests. 

Thus, slow violence unfolds gradually and unevenly, creating layered vulnerabilities that 

shape how communities respond. In Pak Mun, these inequalities—rooted in class, generational 

divides, and geographic location—produce distinct pathways of resistance. For land-poor households 

and older villagers, protest is tied to subsistence and cultural continuity, making engagement urgent 

and enduring. By contrast, younger generations and urban residents often perceive higher costs and 

fewer immediate benefits, leading to disengagement or migration. These asymmetries fracture 

collective action, requiring constant negotiation across social and spatial lines. Rather than being a 

unified front, slow resistance emerges as contested and adaptive, reflecting the uneven stakes in the 

river's future and mirroring the disparities of the violence it seeks to counter. 

 

8. Conclusion 

This article draws on a FPE framework to understand the interconnection between slow 

violence and slow resistance in the Pak Mun struggle. Over the past thirty years, this struggle and 

villagers' demands for resolution and restitution have caused a rift between the state and the people; 

this has deepened with each generation as slow violence became more embedded in resource 

struggles over time. 

The Pak Mun case illustrates how hydropower-induced slow violence transforms riverine 

ecologies, livelihoods, and gendered relations of authority and resistance. Drawing on a feminist 

political ecology framework, this article argues that womens' engagement in the anti-dam struggle is 

neither incidental nor supplementary; it is central to sustaining and reshaping resistance over more 

than three decades. Slow resistance is not merely a strategic accommodation to authoritarian 

governance (Fung and Lamb, 2023) or an affective geography rooted in womens' emplacement 

(Soukhaphon & Baird, 2024). Rather, it endures through womens' everyday ethics of care, memory, 

and moral authority. Womens' activism demonstrates that resistance is slow, relational, and deeply 

gendered—emerging through caregiving roles, ritual practices, and everyday negotiations that 

accumulate into political authority. These forms of "slow resistance" are powerful precisely because 

they work within, and subtly reconfigure, cultural norms rather than relying solely on overt 

confrontation. 
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At the same time, our analysis demonstrates that slow violence and slow resistance are 

stratified and uneven. Differences of class, land ownership, generation, and rural–urban location 

shape how people relate to the Mun River and their capacity to sustain a long-term struggle. For land-

poor households and older women, whose subsistence and cultural worlds remain most deeply tied 

to the river, resistance is urgent and embodied. For younger generations and urban residents, who 

often migrate or view the river symbolically, engagement is more fragmented. These tensions reveal 

that slow resistance is never seamless but is continually contested, negotiated, and reassembled 

across divides of livelihood and identity. 

In making these arguments, the article contributes to broader debates on feminist political 

ecology and resistance studies by foregrounding the ways gender, culture, and temporality intersect 

in environmental struggles. Women at Pak Mun have transformed the burdens of slow violence into 

sources of legitimacy and leadership, turning caregiving and moral authority into political capital. 

Their activism underscores how everyday practices of survival, remembrance, and negotiation can 

generate durable, but uneven, forms of collective resistance. Ultimately, the Pak Mun struggle 

reminds us that resistance to extractivist violence is not only about spectacular protest but also about 

the long labor of care, memory, and negotiation that sustains movements and redefines authority over 

time. 

Pak Mun women have crafted a nuanced approach to negotiation that balances assertiveness 

with respect for cultural norms. They have gradually built their own slow empowerment and 

resistance to deal with the slow violence imposed upon them. Their strategic use of calm 

communication, culturally aligned roles, and gradual expansion into leadership reflect an adaptive 

strategy that reinforces their presence in the movement while maintaining social harmony. This 

careful negotiation not only empowers women as effective advocates but also models how grassroots 

resistance can leverage culture to drive meaningful change. Womens' everyday politics of resistance 

and careful negotiations have allowed them to navigate and subvert entrenched gender inequalities 

subtly and strategically. Women activists have employed careful negotiation to assert agency, 

leadership, and influence, all while operating within the cultural gender norms of hegemonic 

masculinity that dictate power dynamics and decision-making in Pak Mun.  
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