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Preface

..........

From the perspective of many foreigners, Indonesia in the last thirty years of the twentieth century was a bustling yet quiet place, known for its beaches and its business opportunities. Then—suddenly—around the turn of the century, the country appeared to fall apart. Stories of financial crisis, political scandal, ethnic and religious conflict, and resource struggle filled the news. Even a slightly closer look, however, reveals that these outbreaks of unrest and disaster built directly on the policies and practices of the preceding thirty years of imagined peace and progress. Consider the terrain of Indonesia’s famous rainforests and indigenous cultures. The New Order regime of General Suharto (1966–1998) made business a predator, born from the mix of nepotism, international finance, and military muscle, and feeding on cheap resources ripped illegally from rural communities. No wonder that after Suharto’s resignation in 1998, villagers grew bold enough to assert their local rights. And, given the violence that had accompanied corporate expropriations, no wonder too that local complaints of all sorts entered a dangerous melee. Community groups fought and merged with illegal loggers, corporate security guards, gangsters, advocacy groups, religious factions, district officials, police, and army men.

This book describes the cultural processes in which certain kinds of predatory business practices, on the one hand, and local empowerment struggles, on the other, came to characterize the rainforests of Indonesia. Large pieces of my story draw on fieldwork in the mountains of South Kalimantan, but this is not a story that can be confined in a village, a province, or a nation. It is a story of North American investment practices and the stock market, Brazilian rubber tappers’ forest advocacy and United Nations environmental funding, international mountaineering and adventure sports, and democratic politics and the overthrow of the Suharto regime, among other things. In reaching across these terrains, I offer an ethnography of global connection. The term “global” here is not a claim to explain everything in the world at once. Instead, it introduces a way of thinking about the history of social projects, including “business” and “local empowerment.” First, such projects grow from spatially far-flung collaborations and interconnections. Second, cultural diversity is not banished from these interconnections; it is what makes them—and all their particularities—possible. Cultural diversity brings a creative friction to global connections. The topic of my book is this friction.

I first became excited by the possibilities of studying environmental connections across difference when I stumbled upon a curious misunderstanding during 1994 fieldwork in Indonesia. Although it was good to see old friends and adopted family, it was a disturbing time to be in the Meratus Mountains of South Kalimantan, the site of my on-going research. Timber companies had made new inroads into the Meratus landscape. Many of my Meratus Dayak friends were depressed by the destruction of the forests that had formed the basis for their livelihoods as shifting cultivators and forest foragers. As I traveled around the countryside listening to Meratus views of the logging crisis, a number of people reminded me of a moment of hope: a successful campaign to remove a logging company from one Meratus village in 1986. I decided to find out about this campaign, which was organized by village elders working together with a nature lovers’ group in the provincial capital as well as national environmentalists from Jakarta. By chance, I knew, or knew of, many of the key players, and I was able to interview the leading participants. Of course, I wasn’t there for the original campaign. But this only heightened my appreciation of the storytelling about it. For something very odd emerged in the stories: They all seemed to describe different events. When presented with other participants’ stories, each respondent found the others fantastic, unreal. I couldn’t help but notice the systematic misunderstandings that separated village elders, provincial nature lovers, and national environmental activists. And yet these misunderstandings—far from producing conflict—had allowed them to work together!

These incommensurable interviews clarified for me a central feature of all social mobilizing: It is based on negotiating more or less recognized differences in the goals, objects, and strategies of the cause. The point of understanding this is not to homogenize perspectives but rather to appreciate how we can use diversity as well as possible. (I discuss the story of this Meratus anti-logging campaign and its analytic significance in more detail in chapter 7.) The interviews also confirmed the practical usefulness of the kind of patchwork ethnographic fieldwork I had been doing on these issues. On the one hand, I was unwilling to give up the ethnographic method, with its focus on the ethnographer’s surprises rather than on a pre-formulated research plan. On the other hand, it is impossible to gain a full ethnographic appreciation of every social group that forms a connection in a global chain. My experiment was to work my way back and forth between the Meratus Mountains—where I had a long-term ethnographic background—and the places implicated in the chains I traced.1 My knowledge is variously ethnographic, journalistic, and archival, and it is formed in discrete patches. I search for odd connections rather than seamless generalizations, inclusive tables, or comparative grids.

How does one do an ethnography of global connections? Because ethnography was originally designed for small communities, this question has puzzled social scientists for some time. My answer has been to focus on zones of awkward engagement, where words mean something different across a divide even as people agree to speak. These zones of cultural friction are transient; they arise out of encounters and interactions. They reappear in new places with changing events. The only ways I can think of to study them are patchwork and haphazard. The result of such research may not be a classical ethnography, but it can be deeply ethnographic in the sense of drawing from the learning experiences of the ethnographer.

Many ethnographic learning experiences shaped this book. One of the most important came early in my research in the Meratus Mountains: The forest landscape is social. I originally entered the Meratus forests with the eyes of a naturalist. I marveled at the diversity of species, and I admired the forest views from many a mountain ridge. It was only by walking and working with Meratus Dayaks that I learned to see the forest differently. The forest they showed me was a terrain of personal biography and community history. Individuals and households tracked their histories in the forest: House posts resprouted into trees. Forest trees grew back from old swiddens. Fruits and rattans were planted in the growing forest. Forest giants were cleaned and claimed for their potential for attracting honeybees. People read the landscape for its social as well as its natural stories. Communities were constituted in these overlapping histories, as well as in shifting communal places, the old ones marked with enriched islands of trees. (This landscape is described in chapter 5.) Yet almost all scholarship and policy continues to portray forests as wild, natural spaces outside society. If Meratus forests were recognized as social, the predominant forms of both resource exploitation and conservation that have been imposed on the area would seem very odd indeed.

By the time I got back to the Meratus Mountains to continue research on this, something new had happened that took precedence. Logging companies had moved in, bulldozing orchards, rattan plantings, and old community sites. The people I knew best were angry and disturbed; a few years later they were resigned and depressed. (Later still, the economic crisis and a new anti-logging campaign reawakened anger.) I found myself caught up in their emotions and—quite properly, I think—unable to produce a dispassionate account. But what was I to write? On the one hand, activist accounts of corporate rip-offs of indigenous people were becoming so common that perhaps my story would be superfluous—and easy to dismiss. On the other hand, my academic colleagues, unhappy about the simplifications of these accounts, reminded me that many people benefited from the timber economy and the ensuing mining and plantation booms. I knew city people, migrants, and even ambitious locals who had made good money. But the farmers and foragers whom I knew best had shaped my perspective. I wanted to tell their story. To do so, I concluded that I must put the question of distress center stage rather than trying to avoid it: to focus on the most distressed area, to write specifically about distress, and to use an ethnographic writing style to make its contours as vivid as I know how (see chapter 1). If this is a story that should be told, it deserves an “audible” track.

My ability to think through Meratus dispossession was aided in large part by the blossoming of the Indonesian environmental movement in the late 1980s and 1990s (see chapter 6). Despite military rule, censorship, and public fear, here was a movement that endorsed the importance of democracy, the rights of marginal peoples, and the inseparability of conservation and justice! I have been thrilled to have this interlocutor for my research. Yet I also understood that any dialogue in which I participated required me to take some responsibility for my fieldwork and writing. Indonesian environmentalists work within an international culture of science and politics; they are sensitive about the power of U.S. scholars to say anything they want without thinking about its local implications. My ethnographic involvement with activists taught me habits of restraint and care: There are lots of things that I will not research or write about. I do not mean that I have whitewashed my account, but rather that I have made choices about the kinds of research topics that seem appropriate, and, indeed, useful to building a public culture of international respect and collaboration.

From 1966 to 1998, Indonesia was ruled by the authoritarian regime of President Suharto. Following massive student demonstrations, Suharto stepped down, and an era of reform and transition slowly began. Much has changed in the nature of politics, the relationship of city and countryside, the role of nongovernmental organizations, and the culture of natural resource management. Although I have continued my research to learn about these new conditions, I have focused my book on the period from the late 1980s through the 1990s, when resource exploitation was centrally mandated, rapid, and irresponsible, and the environmental movement, opposing this, was at its most heroic. The forms and categories set down in this period continue to shape more recent policies and political struggles.

Regime changes in other parts of the world have also influenced my writing. The global ambitions of the United States have shaped popular understandings of culture and politics in and beyond North America, particularly through two large and dangerous concepts. The concept of “globalization,” at its simplest, encourages dreams of a world in which everything has become part of one single imperial system. The concept of “terrorism,” at its most frightening, allows that all difference is really savagery aimed to torture decent folk. It is tricky, and more important than ever, to write about cultural difference where public debate is dominated by these two misleading concepts and the theories of universality and civilization to which they have given birth. It requires a perhaps-unreasonable optimism that the differences that simmer within global connections will be more curious and creative than anything imagined by these theories of suffocation and death.

........

This book has drawn from many collaborations. For my continuing research in the Meratus Mountains of Kalimantan, I am particularly grateful to the adopted siblings I call Uma Adang and Ma Salam, who have offered me so many insights. In South Kalimantan, the families of Hasan and Zainab and Iyan and Anisyah have been invariably kind hosts. The late Professors Koesnoe and Radam were most generous interlocutors. My more recent work has been facilitated by many activists and engaged scholars. I am particularly grateful for the multiple acts of assistance and hospitality of Emmy Hafild, Sandra Moniaga, Bambang Widjojanto, Arimbi Heroepoetri, Tri Nugroho, Agus Purnomo, Dea Sudarman, Chalid Mohammad, Professor Abdurrahman, Professor Abby, Professor Budairi, Rahmina, and all the activists of the Lembaga Pembelaan Masyarakat Adat. Ford Foundation Program Officers Jeffrey Campbell, Philip Yampolsky, and Mary Zurbuchen were most helpful hosts in Jakarta. Judith Mayer and Stephanie Fried extended contacts and discussed my research.

Various parts of the book required specialized research assistance. The chapter on nature lovers was made possible by working with Mercedes Chavez P., who helped set up the project in Yogyakarta through her own contacts there. One of the most exciting aspects of doing research on nature lovers is that they themselves are fascinated by research. As soon as I introduced my questions, my informants ran out to interview their friends, to offer me newspaper articles and nature lover newsletters, and sometimes even to write short essays on nature loving to help me out. For what I report here, then, I am very much indebted to the coordinated research of everyone I spoke with about nature loving. My particular thanks go to “Ceplies” Dyah Sutjiningtyas, Bambang Ponco Soewanto, and Sigit Murdawa. Conversations with Peter Adeney were also helpful. I hope that I have not distorted the gist of what I was taught by such an enthusiastic crew.

Scholars and friends in and beyond the United States have also contributed to this book. As with all scholarship, indeed, it is hard to know how to separate one’s own insights from the ideas of others. I have benefited from readings of earlier drafts of my chapters by Warwick Anderson, Arjun Appadurai, Kathryn Chetkovich, Timothy Choy, James Clifford, Paulla Ebron, Lieba Faier, Susan Harding, Michael Hathaway, Eben Kirksey, Tania Li, Celia Lowe, Jitka Maleckova, Nancy Peluso, Lisa Rofel, Daniel Rosenberg, Shiho Satsuka, James Scott, and Mary Steedly. Some of these colleagues have been exceptionally patient, reading multiple drafts and offering advice over many years. I hardly know how to thank them enough. Conversations with Itty Abraham, Peter Brosius, Carol Gluck, Donna Haraway, Gail Hershatter, Renato Rosaldo, Michael Ross, Ann Stoler, Toby Volkman, Sylvia Yanagisako, Charles Zerner, and the SSRC Regional Advisory Panel on Southeast Asia have also helped me think.

During the years I have been working on the book, I have benefited from research assistance from Julie Beck, Benjamin Bray, Karen Ho, Mora McLagen, Scott Morgensen, Rheana Parrenas, Bettina Stoetzer, and Yen-ling Tsai. Susan Watrous offered her skills and enthusiasm to pull together all the details. I am grateful.

The time I spent at the Institute for Advanced Studies at Princeton in 1994–95 allowed me to find my footing in environmental studies. A residential seminar at the University of California Humanities Research Institute in 1997 allowed me to draft chapter 1. A fellowship at the Center for Advanced Studies in the Behavioral Sciences, Stanford, in 1999-2000 allowed me to fill in the book. I am grateful too to the students and faculty at the universities that have invited me to talk about the work as it has come into being.

The personal names of ordinary people who make an appearance in this book are pseudonyms, as are the names of villages. For major public figures and major cities, I use real names.

Versions of the first half of chapter 1 appear in Economic and Political Weekly (38[48, 2003]: 5100-06) and in Histories of the Future, edited by Susan Harding and Daniel Rosenberg, Duke University Press. A version of chapter 2 appears in Public Culture (12[1, 2000]: 115-44).

The lists on the endpapers at the beginning and end of this book are based on a discussion with a single individual, who recalled these life forms from memory, without the benefit of material stimulation. They are not intended as a master list. The making of this list is described in the interlude before chapter 5.

The photographs that precede part I and part II were taken by the author in 1994 and 2000, respectively. The photo that precedes part III is of a poster reproduced with permission from the Aliansi Meratus.
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Global connections are everywhere. So how does one study the global?

This book is about aspirations for global connection and how they come to life in “friction,” the grip of worldly encounter. Capitalism, science, and politics all depend on global connections. Each spreads through aspirations to fulfill universal dreams and schemes. Yet this is a particular kind of universality: It can only be charged and enacted in the sticky materiality of practical encounters. This book explores this practical, engaged universality as a guide to the yearnings and nightmares of our times.

Post-colonial theory challenges scholars to position our work between the traps of the universal and the culturally specific.1 Both conceits have been ploys of colonial knowledge, that is, knowledge that legitimates the superiority of the West as defined against its Others. Yet in studying colonial discourse, social scientists and historians have limited themselves to the cultural specificity side of the equation. There has been much less attention to the history of the universal, as it, too, has been produced in the colonial encounter. Here a specific valence for the universal has been produced; the universal is what, as Gayatri Spivak has put it, we cannot not want, even as it so often excludes us.2 The universal offers us the chance to participate in the global stream of humanity. We can’t turn it down. Yet we also can’t replicate previous versions without inserting our own genealogy of commitments and claims. Whether we place ourselves inside or outside the West, we are stuck with universals created in cultural dialogue. It is this kind of post- and neocolonial universal that has enlivened liberal politics as well as economic neoliberalism as they have spread around the world with such animation since the end of the Cold War. Nor is scholarly knowledge exempt; every truth forms in negotiation, however messy, with aspirations to the universal.

This book is not a history of philosophy, but rather an ethnography of global connection. The specificity of global connections is an ever-present reminder that universal claims do not actually make everything everywhere the same. Global connections give grip to universal aspirations. Working through global connection, the book is an exploration of ethnographic methods for studying the work of the universal. As soon as we let go of the universal as a self-fulfilling abstract truth, we must become embroiled in specific situations. And thus it is necessary to begin again, and again, in the middle of things.

..........

Something shocking began to happen in Indonesia’s rainforests during the last decades of the twentieth century: Species diversities that had taken millions of years to assemble were cleared, burned, and sacrificed to erosion. The speed of landscape transformation took observers by surprise. No gradual expansion of human populations, needs, or markets could possibly explain it; besides, the products of these forests had been globally marketed for hundreds of years. Corporate growth seemed unaccountably chaotic, inefficient, and violent in destroying its own resources. Stranger yet, it seemed that ordinary people—even those dependent on the forest for their livelihood—were joining distant corporations in creating uninhabitable landscapes.3

Within Indonesia, this ugly situation came to stand for the dangers of imperialism and the misdeeds of a corrupt regime. Opposition to state and corporate destruction of forest-peoples’ livelihoods became a key plank of the emergent democratic movement of the 1980s and 1990s. An innovative politics developed linking city and countryside, bringing activists, students, and villagers into conversation across differences in perspective and experience. The insights and vicissitudes of this mobilization have not been much appreciated outside of the country. Yet they speak to central dilemmas of our times: Why is global capitalism so messy? Who speaks for nature? What kinds of social justice make sense in the twenty-first century?

None of these questions can be addressed without an appreciation of global connections. Indonesian forests were not destroyed for local needs; their products were taken for the world. Environmental activism flourished only through the instigation and support of a global movement. Yet popular stories of global cultural formation are of little help in understanding these phenomena. There is no triumph of global integration here; both the chaotic melee of landscape destruction and the searing protests of radical critics are forged in dissension, fragmentation, and regional inequality. We see the unexpectedly persistent effects of particular historical encounters. A villager shows a North American miner some gold; a Japanese model of trade is adopted for plywood; students banned from politics take up hiking; a minister is inspired by a United Nations conference on the environment: These narrowly conceived situations lay down tracks for future “global” developments. Rather than tell of the evolutionary unfolding of a new era, my story inquires into the makeshift links across distance and difference that shape global futures—and ensure their uncertain status.

This book shows how emergent cultural forms—including forest destruction and environmental advocacy—are persistent but unpredictable effects of global encounters across difference. This proposition extends my earlier research, in which I explored how even seemingly isolated cultures, such as rainforest dwellers in Indonesia, are shaped in national and transnational dialogues (Tsing 1993). Scholars once treated such cultures as exemplars of the self-generating nature of culture itself. However, it has become increasingly clear that all human cultures are shaped and transformed in long histories of regional-to-global networks of power, trade, and meaning. With new evidence of these histories entering the academy from every direction, it has become possible for scholars to accept the idea that powerless minorities have accommodated themselves to global forces. But to turn that statement around to argue that global forces are themselves congeries of local/global interaction has been rather more challenging.

The challenges arrive from several directions. Some powerful conventions of thinking get in the way of research on this theme. Most theories of globalization, for example, package all cultural developments into a single program: the emergence of a global era. If globalization can be predicted in advance, there is nothing to learn from research except how the details support the plan. And if world centers provide the dynamic impetus for global change, why even study more peripheral places? Creative studies of the periphery are also hamstrung. Powerful social science directives catalogue and compare developments in the global south under a distancing imperial gaze, keeping us out of the arena where cultural outcomes really matter. If Indonesia is only a scrap of data, it might inform cosmopolitan readers, but its global encounters can never shape that shared space in which Indonesians and non-Indonesians jointly experience fears, tensions, and uncertainties. In this shared space, the contingency of encounters makes a difference. To guide us there, I must clear a theoretical path that extends far beyond Indonesia’s forests. Yet can one gain an ethnographic purchase on global connections? Where would one locate the global in order to study it? Even those who are determined to conduct this kind of research still struggle to figure out how it is done.

To address these challenges, this book develops a portfolio of methods to study the productive friction of global connections. What happens when Japanese traders buy Indonesian trees, when army officers make deals with nature lovers, or when university students sit down with village elders? I begin with the idea that the messy and surprising features of such encounters across difference should inform our models of cultural production. In reaction to popular over-enthusiasm for programmatic global predictions, I emphasize the unexpected and unstable aspects of global interaction. To enrich the single-mindedness of cultural explanation focused only on internal blueprints for reproduction and growth, I stress the importance of cross-cultural and long-distance encounters in forming everything we know as culture (e.g., Clifford 1997). Cultures are continually co-produced in the interactions I call “friction”: the awkward, unequal, unstable, and creative qualities of interconnection across difference. Each chapter of this book develops a method for learning about such aspects of contingent encounters.

While the situation in Indonesia is distinctive, it can also take us to the heart of the liveliest debates and discussions in contemporary scholarship. Thus, scholars of the Left have worried through how best to describe post-Cold War capitalism, with its global pretensions. Humanities scholars and social scientists tend toward opposite poles: Where the former often find the universalizing quality of capitalism its most important trait (e.g., Jameson 2002), the latter look for unevenness and specificity within the cultural production of capitalism (e.g., Yanagisako 2002; Mitchell 2002). Where the former imagine mobilization of the universal as key to effective opposition to exploitation (e.g., Hardt and Negri 2000), the latter look for resistance in place-based struggles (Massey 1995) and unexpected linkages (Gibson-Graham 1996).

The contribution of each of these works is stunning; yet placed in conversation they seem to block each other. There is a cross-disciplinary misunderstanding of terms here; as Jameson (2002: 182) explains, “the universal is [not] something under which you range the particular as a mere type.”4 Social scientists have often done just that. But rather than rectify the disciplines, my goal is to grasp the productive moment of this misunderstanding. At this confluence, universals and particulars come together to create the forms of capitalism with which we live. There is no point in studying fully discrete “capitalisms”: Capitalism only spreads as producers, distributers, and consumers strive to universalize categories of capital, money, and commodity fetishism. Such strivings make possible globe-crossing capital and commodity chains. Yet these chains are made up of uneven and awkward links. The cultural specificity of capitalist forms arises from the necessity of bringing capitalist universals into action through worldly encounters. The messiness of capitalism in the Indonesian rainforest exemplifies the encounters in which global capital and commodity chains are formed.

A related set of debates characterizes discussion of the new social movements that arose in the late twentieth century as vehicles of protest: human rights, ethnic identity politics, indigenous rights, feminism, gay rights, and environmentalism. Scholars are divided: Some see these movements as expressions of a frightening new force of global coercion, while others portray them as carrying hopes for freedom. The split here is not across disciplines but rather across audiences. Those who address themselves to cultural theorists stress the formation of new kinds of disciplinary power (e.g., Rabinow 2002); those who include activists in their audiences stress such movements’ potential (e.g., Keck and Sikkink 1998).5 The former explain the universalizing logic of liberal sovereignty and biopower; the latter tell us of the urgency of particular cases. Again, these commentators talk right past each other; and, again, their intersection could be more productive. It is essential to note how protest mobilizations—including the Indonesian democratic movement of the 1980s and 1990s—rely on universalizing rhetorics of rights and justice. Through these, they make their case to the world; through these, too, they are shaped by liberal logics. Yet they must make these rhetorics work within the compromises and collaborations of their particular situations. In the process, new meanings and genealogies are added to liberalism. This does not mean people can do anything they want; however, it changes our view of liberal sovereignty—with its universals—to imagine it in concrete purchase on the world.

Both these discussions can benefit from a focused look at global connections. In the historical particularity of global connections, domination and discipline come into their own, but not always in the forms laid out by their proponents. On the one hand, this work can avoid the idea that new forms of empire spring fully formed and armed from the heads of Euro-American fathers. On the other hand, this work avoids too eager a celebration of a southern cultural autonomy capable of absorbing and transforming every imperial mandate. Instead, a study of global connections shows the grip of encounter: friction. A wheel turns because of its encounter with the surface of the road; spinning in the air it goes nowhere. Rubbing two sticks together produces heat and light; one stick alone is just a stick. As a metaphorical image, friction reminds us that heterogeneous and unequal encounters can lead to new arrangements of culture and power.

The metaphor of friction suggested itself because of the popularity of stories of a new era of global motion in the 1990s. The flow of goods, ideas, money, and people would henceforth be pervasive and unimpeded. In this imagined global era, motion would proceed entirely without friction. By getting rid of national barriers and autocratic or protective state policies, everyone would have the freedom to travel everywhere. Indeed, motion itself would be experienced as self-actualization, and self-actualization without restraint would oil the machinery of the economy, science, and society.6

In fact, motion does not proceed this way at all. How we run depends on what shoes we have to run in. Insufficient funds, late buses, security searches, and informal lines of segregation hold up our travel; railroad tracks and regular airline schedules expedite it but guide its routes. Some of the time, we don’t want to go at all, and we leave town only when they’ve bombed our homes. These kinds of “friction” inflect motion, offering it different meanings. Coercion and frustration join freedom as motion is socially informed.

Speaking of friction is a reminder of the importance of interaction in defining movement, cultural form, and agency. Friction is not just about slowing things down. Friction is required to keep global power in motion. It shows us (as one advertising jingle put it) where the rubber meets the road. Roads are a good image for conceptualizing how friction works: Roads create pathways that make motion easier and more efficient, but in doing so they limit where we go. The ease of travel they facilitate is also a structure of confinement. Friction inflects historical trajectories, enabling, excluding, and particularizing.

The effects of encounters across difference can be compromising or empowering. Friction is not a synonym for resistance. Hegemony is made as well as unmade with friction. Consider rubber. Coerced out of indigenous Americans, rubber was stolen and planted around the world by peasants and plantations, mimicked and displaced by chemists and fashioned with or without unions into tires and, eventually, marketed for the latest craze in sports utility vehicles.7 Industrial rubber is made possible by the savagery of European conquest, the competitive passions of colonial botany, the resistance strategies of peasants, the confusion of war and technoscience, the struggle over industrial goals and hierarchies, and much more that would not be evident from a teleology of industrial progress. It is these vicissitudes that I am calling friction. Friction makes global connection powerful and effective. Meanwhile, without even trying, friction gets in the way of the smooth operation of global power. Difference can disrupt, causing everyday malfunctions as well as unexpected cataclysms. Friction refuses the lie that global power operates as a well-oiled machine. Furthermore, difference sometimes inspires insurrection. Friction can be the fly in the elephant’s nose.

Attention to friction opens the possibility of an ethnographic account of global interconnection. Abstract claims about the globe can be studied as they operate in the world. We might thus ask about universals not as truths or lies but as sticky engagements.

Engaging the Universal

It is impossible to get very far in tracing global connections without running into claims about universals. The universal is at the heart of contemporary humanist projects: Scientists, economic reformers, and social justice advocates all appeal to the universal. Yet universals, taken at their face value, erase the making of global connections. This raises a disturbing question: How can universals be so effective in forging global connections if they posit an already united world in which the work of connection is unnecessary?

Scholars have not much addressed this question because the idea of the universal suggests abstractions, which turn them away from the practical successes and failures of universal claims. Neither those who place their ideas inside the universal nor those who discredit it as false pause to consider how universals work in a practical sense. To move beyond this it is important to see generalization to the universal as an aspiration, an always unfinished achievement, rather than the confirmation of a pre-formed law. Then it is possible to notice that universal aspirations must travel across distances and differences, and we can take this travel as an ethnographic object.

Ethnographers are supposed to study their objects with respect. Yet cultural anthropologists have had a curmudgeonly suspicion of universals. Empowered by the notion of cultural relativism, anthropologists have argued that universals are folk beliefs, like gods or ghosts, with efficacy only within the cultural system that gives them life. I was brought up as a scholar in this creed, and it has taken me a long time—and a lot of frustrating interchanges with nonanthropologists—to decide that it is not a good place to enter the conversation. Universals are indeed local knowledge in the sense that they cannot be understood without the benefit of historically specific cultural assumptions. But to stop here makes dialogue impossible. Furthermore, it misses the point. To turn to universals is to identify knowledge that moves—mobile and mobilizing—across localities and cultures. Whether it is seen as underlying or transcending cultural difference, the mission of the universal is to form bridges, roads, and channels of circulation. Knowledge gained from particular experience percolates into these channels, widening rather than interrupting them. We must step outside the boundaries of locality to ask what’s meant by “universal.”8

One place to begin is with the accomplishments of the universal. Consider environmental politics. Environmentalists pioneered transboundary approaches in the 1980s and 1990s, drawing recognition to problems—pollution, climate change, species loss—that could not be contained in a single country. Transnational groups of scientists, with a common universalist faith in environmental objects of knowledge, were sometimes—against so much precedent—able to overcome national politics to work together and forge common standards. The most successful transnational mobilizations, it turned out, have been culturally and politically delimited, as when scientists working on transboundary acid rain collaborated with politicians to solidify the European Union (Rotmans 1995a).9 They have also been productive in relation to particular historical moments, as environmentalism in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union worked to popularize opposition to the state in the late 1980s (Jancar-Webster 1993). The universalism of environmental politics articulated widespread desires for knowledge free from state regulation and for ties with the cultural heritage of Western Europe. Freedom and science augmented each other’s universal claims. After the breakup of the Soviet Union, environmental politics all but disappeared as the politics of citizenship rather than universalism took precedence.

Environmental politics in the disintegrating Soviet Union of the late 1980s was interpreted abroad as anti-Communist agitation. This association smoothed the way for Indonesian environmentalists, who had to find their way within a violently anti-Communist state. Where charges of Communism blocked other social movements, environmentalists were able to appeal to universal ideals of science and modernity. As in socialist Europe, universals opened possibilities for reform and even social criticism by articulating a larger frame of reference than state-led patriotism.10 But, as in Europe, this combination of appeals to science and politics worked best in the shadow of an authoritarian state. When the regime fell, politics took off in multiple new directions.

The universals that mobilize people, then, do not fulfill their own dreams to travel anywhere at any time. But this does not make them wrong-headed and irrelevant. Critical environmental scholars who address the problem have often taken us directly to the local, endorsing local or indigenous knowledge as the counterpart to universalist expertise. This reaction draws attention to cultural specificity but again misses the point. The knowledge that makes a difference in changing the world is knowledge that travels and mobilizes, shifting and creating new forces and agents of history in its path. However, those who claim to be in touch with the universal are notoriously bad at seeing the limits and exclusions of their knowledge. That’s where my challenge enters.

Universals are effective within particular historical conjunctures that give them content and force. We might specify this conjunctural feature of universals in practice by speaking of engagement. Engaged universals travel across difference and are charged and changed by their travels. Through friction, universals become practically effective. Yet they can never fulfill their promises of universality. Even in transcending localities, they don’t take over the world. They are limited by the practical necessity of mobilizing adherents. Engaged universals must convince us to pay attention to them. All universals are engaged when considered as practical projects accomplished in a heterogeneous world.

To study engagement requires turning away from formal abstractions to see how universals are used.11 Universalisms have not been politically neutral. They were deeply implicated in the establishment of European colonial power. In the context of colonial expansion, universalism was the framework for a faith in the traveling power of reason: Only reason could gather up the fragments of knowledge and custom distributed around the world to achieve progress, science, and good government. In the matrix of colonialism, universal reason became the mark of temporally dynamic and spatially expansive forms of knowledge and power. Universal reason, of course, was best articulated by the colonizers. In contrast, the colonized were characterized by particularistic cultures; here, the particular is that which cannot grow. The universal, however, opens the way to constantly improving truths and even, in its utilitarian forms, to a better life for all humanity. These contrasts continue to structure global asymmetries.

At the same time, this history does not encompass the variety of claims of universality that characterize our times. Actually existing universalisms are hybrid, transient, and involved in constant reformulation through dialogue. Liberal universals mix and meld with the universals of science, world religions (especially Christianity and Islam), and emancipatory philosophies including Marxism and feminism. Moreover, the embrace of universals is not limited to just one small section of the globe. The West can make no exclusive claim to doctrines of the universal. Radical thinkers in Europe’s colonies long ago expanded Enlightenment universals to argue that the colonized should be free, thus establishing doctrines of universal freedom at the base of Third World nationalisms.12 The universalism of rights and reason continues to inspire critical post-colonial theory. At the same time, universal claims that justify coercion into internationally mandated standards of progress and order are at the center of neocolonial disciplinary programs—just as they were to colonialism.13

This brings to light a deep irony: Universalism is implicated in both imperial schemes to control the world and liberatory mobilizations for justice and empowerment. Universalism inspires expansion—for both the powerful and the powerless. Indeed, when those excluded from universal rights protest their exclusion, this protest itself has a twofold effect: It extends the reach of the forms of power they protest, even as it gives voice to their anger and hope. Political theorist Etienne Balibar refers to “normalization” and “insurrection” as equally inspired by universals (2002). This duality brings us back to the facility of universals for travel. Universals beckon to elite and excluded alike.14

The concept of friction acknowledges this duality and puts it at the heart of our understanding of “modern” global interconnections, that is, those that have developed under the aegis of Enlightenment universals. Friction gives purchase to universals, allowing them to spread as frameworks for the practice of power. But engaged universals are never fully successful in being everywhere the same because of this same friction. This book tells the story of how some universals work out in particular times and places, through friction.

The book is divided into three parts, and the title of each corresponds to a universalist dream: prosperity, knowledge, and freedom. These labels, however, should not mislead readers to assume that the book tells the story of philosophy or policy. Instead, my tale descends directly into the realm of historical experience. What is prosperity? In Kalimantan, Indonesia, in the 1990s, prosperity ripped up the forest landscape and dispossessed its human inhabitants to offer quick profits to a privileged or tricky few. The first section of the book asks just how aspirations for prosperity and progress produced this situation. What did it mean to be an entrepreneur in this historical landscape? The universals of market rationality are hardly a sheltering guide in entering this zone of robbery, violence, and confusion. Friction is all around.

What is knowledge? It would be easier for everyone if rational deliberations always converged in common understandings. But even those of us who believe that some knowledge claims are better than others have difficulty in denying that even the best ones retain a certain incommensurability. This is because knowledge claims emerge in relation to concrete problems and possibilities for dialogue—the productive features of friction. The second section of the book considers how friction morphs both knowledge of the globe and globally traveling knowledge.

And freedom? Throughout its history, freedom has refused to stick to predictable principles; it has blossomed and set into a multitude of previously unknown fruits. Even during the Enlightenment, the fact that the freedom of property ownership could not be reconciled with the emancipation of the dispossessed kept advocates busy devising contradictory schemes. The environmental politics of the late twentieth century was inspired by many divergent meanings of freedom—and they intrigue me as forms of freedom precisely because they do not jump to mind as its purest forms. Here rights discourse is extended beyond the limits of its humanism. Might not other species—and perhaps even landscapes and ecosystems—have rights with a status above and prior to human social conventions? The jurisdiction of modernity is turned inside out: Indigenous cultures deserve Enlightenment rights and liberties precisely because they have managed so far to do without them. It is within these jumbled and utopian causes that concepts of freedom are invigorated and made worthwhile for our times. My third section considers the accumulation of meanings and genealogies of freedom that has placed forest protection at the forefront of causes for making a livable world.

These concerns bring me back to the questions I raised earlier in this introduction: Why is global capitalism so messy? Who speaks for nature? What kinds of social justice make sense in the twenty-first century?

Beyond Globalization

The great insight of the protests against corporate globalization that gathered force at the turn of the twenty-first century was that current forms of capitalist expansion are not inevitable. Despite the reassurances of public oratory, the spread of capitalism has been violent, chaotic, and divisive, rather than smoothly all-encompassing. Observers laughed at protesters for lacking an appreciation of the force of global integration, and, indeed, for not seeing their own “globalization.” Yet the protesters proved more insightful than sophisticated social theorists, who have been caught up in showing the programmatic advance of an integrated globalism of everywhere-flowing money, people, and culture.

To grasp the enormity of global changes in the last decade, social theorists drew a picture of evolutionary change on a planetary scale. Particularly influential were optimistic popular accounts of the spread of the market economy and Western liberal democracy (e.g., Fukuyama 1992; Friedman 2000). However, scholars on both the Left and the Right portrayed globalization as the worldwide advance to a global era.15 Their stories share a commitment to a coordinated world transition, emerging from global centers and extending—through the technological collapse of distance—across the earth.

After the 2001 Al Qaeda attack on New York’s World Trade Center and the ensuing U.S. leadership in worldwide re-militarization, the story of an inevitable, peaceful transition to global integration has seemed more and more like the dream of a particular historical moment. This is not because the force of global connections has disappeared—but it no longer looks so neat. Ten years ago social analysts were impressed by the size and power of newly emergent global circulations, so they focused on global coherence, for better or worse. Now it is time to turn attention, instead, to discontinuity and awkward connection, as this proves key to emergent sources of fear and hope.

On capitalism: In the last two decades of the twentieth century, capitalism was transformed by the establishment of new international rules of trade that offered tremendous advantages for the world’s most powerful corporations. Capital whizzed around the globe. Free-trade zones and new technologies of communication encouraged companies to spread their operations to ever-cheaper locations. Transnational specializations—such as currency traders, energy traders—flourished. Privatization initiatives and free-trade regulations dismantled national economies, making once-public resources available for private appropriation.

Social analysts were awed by the scope of this project. Perhaps the most important responses were those that reminded readers that capitalism is a structured social system and not just the amassment of individual desires. Such responses necessarily stressed the internal coherence of capitalism. They showed the dangers not just of excesses of corruption but of basic principles of exploitation. It was this return to basics that made analysts focus on the global replication of new configurations of capital, labor, and technology. Yet now such simplifications seem inadequate. The idiosyncrasies of regional histories and persistent issues of violence and racial stratification have become pressing. War has reemerged as a central force for capitalism. Cultural genealogies no longer seem epiphenomena of economic change.

Most Marxist cultural theory of the late twentieth century focused on those forms—such as postmodernism—imagined at the forefront of the evolution of a monolithic capitalism.16 Yet, once we abandon this evolutionary view, we can attend to the experiences of those whose stories “fall away” from the official ladder of progress (Tadiar forthcoming). New projects of connection and hegemony are emerging here. We see this for example in the importance of rural areas—completely ignored in evolutionary cultural theories—in key capitalist realignments and anti-globalization struggles. But this is the realm of friction: Unexpected alliances arise, remaking global possibilities.

Rather than assume we know exactly what global capitalism is, even before it arrives, we need to find out how it operates in friction. Chapters 1 and 2 develop this idea. Instead of rushing toward global spatial compression, I examine the links between heterogeneous projects of space and scale making, as these both enable capitalist proliferation and embroil it in moments of chaos. In tracing the connections through which entrepreneurship operates, the cultural work of encounter emerges as formative.

On nature as knowledge: Late twentieth-century excitement about global integration gave new impetus to those who hoped to use advances in scientific knowledge as a force for global progress. This has been nowhere more evident than in the field of environmental conservation. Conservationists have been eager to promote global knowledge and agreement, which might save endangered species and environments before it is too late.

Yet conservationist efforts have been impeded by the rise of other forms of globally circulating knowledge. Transnational political and informational networks have allowed public criticisms of conservationist projects to circulate widely. Even environmental activists may or may not agree with the established truths of conservation science. Meanwhile, public relations companies have made it possible to counter conservationist campaigns by spreading “alternative” science as well as self-conscious misinformation. As a result, political leaders and courts, as well as ordinary citizens, have been flooded with competing environmental perspectives. Each of these sources of criticism has forced conservationists to recall that global knowledge is neither monolithic nor settled.17

Many commentators move from this observation to what has been called the “science wars,” the debate over whether science is a privileged form of truth or a political imposition.18 Yet it seems better to explore just how knowledge moves. For this, it is important to learn about the collaborations through which knowledge is made and maintained. Conservation inspires collaborations among scientists, business, forest dwellers, state regulators, the public, and nonhumans. Through the frictions of such collaborations, global conservation projects—like other forms of traveling knowledge—gain their shape.19

Collaboration is not a simple sharing of information. There is no reason to assume that collaborators share common goals. In transnational collaborations, overlapping but discrepant forms of cosmopolitanism may inform contributors, allowing them to converse—but across difference.

Attention to collaboration moves discussion beyond the eternal standoff between opposing interest groups (e.g., the south and the north; the rich and the poor), but not because it assumes that compromise is always imminent. Collaborations create new interests and identities, but not to everyone’s benefit. In standardizing global knowledge, for example, truths that are incompatible are suppressed. Globally circulating knowledge creates new gaps even as it grows through the frictions of encounter.

Drawing from the insights of science studies and environmental history, chapters 3, 4, and 5 develop these ideas. Here I explore in more depth the relation between collaboration and generalization to the universal.

On social justice: The possibilities of thinking globally have inspired social movements of all kinds to imagine global causes. Yet global politics creates special problems. Social justice goals must be negotiated not only across class, race, gender, nationality, culture, and religion, but also between the global south and the global north, and between the great mega-cities of the world and their rural and provincial hinterlands. Coalition politics is essential. Yet what does it mean to work in coalition? The twentieth-century class-based solidarity model asks coalition allies to line up as parallel equivalents. Allies rarely line up that well. Without even intending to break the line, they push in new directions. Their friction changes everyone’s trajectory.

Furthermore, without the unifying frame of the state, what politics do transnational allies have in common? Post-Cold War social justice movements have tended to solve this problem by invoking the universal language of the Enlightenment, with its concurrence of justice and freedom. Human rights, feminist, and environmental causes have been influential across the world in part because of their language of universal rights. Whatever attempts activists have made at building politically sensitive coalitions have had to take place within this commitment to universal rights.

Yet, does this language offer its own political conditions, neutralizing meaningful coalition? Teaching a language of universal rights can foreclose other trajectories. Participants may be drawn into a framework of global observation and classification in which cultural difference becomes yet another brick of administrative data with which to be walled in. The importance of liberal frameworks in global social justice politics raises a number of issues for research. How do activists use globally circulating political rhetorics to devise and manage coalitions? How do logics of classification order differences among coalition partners even as they make it possible for them to work together? At the same time, how do encounters across difference exceed their disciplined boundaries to make new forms of politics possible? Chapters 6 and 7 explore these features of politics-in-friction.

It Didn’t Have to Happen That Way

A bit of history offers a concrete illustration of friction and sets the stage for the chapters that follow. As inevitable as the story of resource exploitation may seem in hindsight, it is important to note that Indonesian tropical rainforests were not harvested as industrial timber until the 1970s. Situated at the confluence of the deep-historical commerce of the Indian Ocean and the China Sea, the Indonesian islands are hardly newcomers to world trade. Products from Indonesia’s rainforests have spread around the world for many centuries. Yet the very biological productiveness that made these forests rich sources of commodities also blocked their use for industrial timber. Large-scale loggers prefer forests in which one valuable species predominates; tropical rainforests are just too biologically diverse. While colonial loggers prized Java’s semi-tropical teak forests, they pretty much ignored the wetter and more heterogeneous tropical rainforests of the islands of Kalimantan, Sumatra, Sulawesi, and Papua.20

All of this changed rather suddenly in the early 1970s, when Japanese general trading companies, the sogo shosha, hooked up with the New Order regime of President Suharto, which had come to power in the blood of a great massacre. The New Order promised to solve the country’s economic problems through the magic of foreign investment and loans.21 The government threw its weight into logging; a flood of foreign investment followed.22 State-making soon became entangled with logging as concessions were distributed to political clients, who made “voluntary” contributions to the regime’s favored development initiatives.23 The sogo shosha, which aimed to control trade, not production, offered loans and arranged trade agreements. Hungry for large quantities of cheaply produced logs, rather than for quality control, they were comfortable with ecological shortsightedness. In 1971, they cut from the Japanese trade all logs produced by nonmechanized (and ecologically less harmful) logging, thus cementing the new logging regime. By 1973, Indonesia was the world’s largest tropical timber exporter (Ascher 1998).

Stories of the disastrous projects of transnational corporations and corrupt politicians have become commonplace, and this encounter perhaps just seems an ordinary link on a global chain. My point, however, is that the specific features of the link have ramifying effects. New trajectories for business practice, natural resource management, and class formation gelled from these specifics. Three features of these trajectories are especially relevant to my story. First, the rainforest was magnified in importance, simplified, and mischaracterized as a sustainable resource in the encounter between Japanese trading companies and Indonesian politicians. Forest simplification became a model for resource management and the organization of business more generally. Industrial tree plantations were later planted in place of natural forests. (Consider in contrast the no better but quite different trope of productive forest conversion, as in Brazilian cattle ranching.) Second, the adoption of the trading company model of amassment and market control accommodated forms of state-making in which public and private became hopelessly confused. (In contrast, the U.S. model of privatization continually converts public goods to private ones.) Third, the complicity of legal and illegal entrepreneurs, working at different scales, displaced indigenous rights and fueled regional boom-and-bust economies. I elaborate briefly.

The link between Japanese trading companies and Indonesian politicians created a new way of seeing the forest. Instead of biodiversity, loggers now saw only one family of trees, the dipterocarps. Dipterocarps are remarkable giants emerging out of the lower canopy to tower over the forest. But dipterocarp species are diverse, and individuals grow among many other families and species; there are no pure stands. Only in the peculiar circumstances of the Japanese-Indonesian connection were loggers able to imagine the rainforest as if it were a pure stand.24 Dipterocarps—remade as disposable plywood for the Japanese construction industry—all looked alike, and the rest of the trees, herbs, fungi, and fauna became waste products. This change also emptied the forest, conceptually, of human residents, since the fruit orchards, rattans, and other human-tended plants of forest dwellers were now mere waste. Logging companies were free to harvest these newly “uninhabited” forest landscapes.

In the 1980s, Indonesian businessmen turned against the export of profits to Japan, but in a particular way: by mimicking the sogo shosha. Indonesia banned the export of raw logs and built its own plywood industry.25 Under the leadership of the President’s close friend, Mohamad “Bob” Hasan, the Indonesian Wood Panel Association, or APKINDO (Asosiasi Panel Kayu Indonesia), formed as a national marketing apparatus with control over plywood exports. APKINDO self-consciously adopted the Japanese trading model: forcing particular trading chains; taking over all middleman functions; controlling volume, price, and low-cost finance; and using government backing to maintain dominance. All plywood firms had to participate. From this position of control, APKINDO flooded world markets with low-cost plywood.26 Most dramatically, it broke into the Japanese market, underselling Japanese manufacturers despite protective tariffs. “We’re the only guys in Southeast Asia who fight the sogo shosha,” boasted Hasan.27

After the fall of the New Order, APKINDO became a symbol of corruption: Hasan had used his connections to force a whole industry into submission, and he had made a fortune in the process.28 But during the New Order, his success formed a model for building the nation. Other products were organized into similar cartels and monopolies. In his brief moment of glory as Minister of Finance and Trade in 1998, Hasan explained this business-oriented patriotism: “Monopolies are okay. As long as the monopoly serves the interests of many people, it’s okay.”29

As the identity of the nation became entangled with forest destruction, logging concessions became a clear sign of regime connections.30 The state depended more heavily on the off-budget finance obtained from such favors. The forests became even more badly degraded. The encounter between Japanese trading companies and Indonesian politicians had been effective. The sogo shosha model held sway even though Indonesian cronies had replaced the Japanese. And the simplification of the forest as an uninhabited dipterocarp stand—the product of that encounter—formed the basis for a national economy based increasingly on what post-New Order Indonesians call “KKN,” that is, corruption, collusion, and nepotism (korupsi, kolusi, nepotisme).

By the 1990s, KKN was distributed from top to bottom. As state rhetoric turned from communal development to private entrepreneurship, small businessmen, village leaders, ambitious youth, migrants, thieves, police, and petty gangsters all got involved in rerouting public resources as private gain. Where resource extraction licenses were not obtained through national channels, they were faked or fixed locally; illegal logging and mining became the systematic adjunct of legal exploitation. Illegal extractions proceeded as scaled-down versions of legal ones. In logging, district officials made arrangements with private operators, obtaining off-budget financing for their projects. Village heads were sometimes brought inside these arrangements, exchanging permission to log village forests for their own off-budget funding.31 The 1998 fall of the New Order did not improve the situation. The decentralization of natural resource permits in 2000 spread the possibilities for corruption.32 Illegal resource extraction rocketed out of control.

Ties between illegal and legal enterprise have been close. Most importantly, their collaboration undermines pre-existing property rights and access conventions, making everything free. Either official or unofficial alone could be challenged, but together they overwhelm local residents, who generally have been unable to defend their lands and resources against this combination of legal and illegal, big and small. Together, they transform the countryside into a free-for-all frontier.

The same period I have just reviewed saw the rise of a vigorous national environmental movement.33 In the 1980s and the early 1990s, a period of serious government repression, environmentalism was essentially the only pluralist social justice movement that flourished across Indonesia.34 As such, it drew social reformers of many sorts and became the vehicle for many, sometimes contradictory, hopes. The movement was an amalgam of odd parts: engineers, nature lovers, reformers, technocrats. Modernizing experts and romantic populists rubbed shoulders there. Social justice advocates made plans with sympathetic regime bureaucrats. In the repressive political climate of those years, even the bravest activists were cautious about what they said and did. Still, questions of freedom welled up, and activists argued against the hegemony of centralized development with ideas of human rights, farmers’ rights, and indigenous rights.35 In the mid-1990s, the easing of state vigilance allowed other causes to take the public spotlight, including democracy, labor, student activism, freedom of speech. However, environmentalism played a role in articulating dissatisfaction with the state—especially in regard to rural issues—through the decisive mobilizations that led to Suharto’s resignation in 1998.36

In the 1980s and 1990s, the movement was organized around difference, within the framework of nationalist advocacy. Rather than build a single centralized policy board, the movement was committed to negotiating among small groups organized by place, issue, or campaign. For most of this time, the movement imagined itself as coordinating already existing but scattered and disorganized rural complaints. Activists’ jobs, as they imagined it, involved translating subaltern demands into the languages of the powerful, including English. They offered themselves to document injustice, meet with ministers, and bring forward court cases. Translating back to let people know their rights—in barefoot legal clinics, meetings, or vernacular versions of international agreements—was equally important on the agenda. In their public representations, activists perhaps underestimated the messiness of the work of translation, but their practices jumped into the middle of it. (The prominence of women in leadership positions was explained to me in relation to women’s facility with languages.37) Rural campaigns in particular required engagement across differences not just of language but of multiple registers of life experience.

Within the links of awkwardly transcended difference, the environmental movement has tried to offer an alternative to forest destruction and the erosion of indigenous rights. The second half of this book explores this theme. To get there, I begin in the first part with the social links and cultural practices that made deforestation a destructive “business-as-usual.” I then turn to a wider interplay of transnational, national, and regional forms of knowledge about the forest. When I describe the environmental movement, I place it in relation to two of its persistent interlocutors: student nature lovers and village leaders. I show how the environmental movement came to depend on links with these groups, even while developing its own distinctive perspectives. In the last chapter, I consider a case in which these three groups reached across their differences to reclaim “community forests.” Their collaborations—like those of legal and illegal businessmen—rearrange property. Just as the encounter of Japanese trading companies and Indonesian politicians produced simplified dipterocarp forests, these activist-inspired encounters may yet produce new kinds of forests. This theme—the possibilities of friction—is explored and extended in all the chapters that follow.
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Better you had brought me a bomb . . .




“Better you had brought me a bomb, so I could blow this place up”

[The unseemly viewpoint of despair]

Development has been portrayed as a great machine for manufacturing prosperity in poor countries. In New Order Indonesia, development was the state religion. President Suharto was the “father of development.”

In the 1970s, development looked to technopolitics: the transformation of tradition into modernity. Big dams would water dry fields; the Green Revolution would make rice spring up; natural resources would enrich the nation. In the 1980s, the miracle of a growth-based nation arose. Indonesia became a “tiger” with its own dynamic capitalism. In the 1990s, privatization spread like wildfire around the world. In Kalimantan, privatization took a particular form: the intertwined growth of legal and illegal resource extraction. Together, big and small operators advanced privatization through military and political force, displacing earlier residents’ resource rights. As in a war campaign, a few heroes were raised and many sank unnamed—collateral damage.

After the economic crisis of 1997–98, development experts rushed to criticize 1990s’ practices as improper market discipline. If only they hadn’t distorted the market! Surely there would have been prosperity. The experts imagine the perfect market, pure as one of Plato’s universal forms. Yet markets are made in the friction of political and cultural circumstances.

The 1990s’ frictions in Kalimantan moved in multiple directions. Centralized reform chased well-publicized fiascoes; less remarked-upon scams materialized at every level. Perspectives fragmented as people found themselves in diverse circumstances. Privatization was experienced as a multiplication of private fortunes as well as communal losses interpreted as personal woes. To ask about this heterogeneity does not require that we reduce all development to unabated greed. My goal is to channel attention to the unevenness of expectations and fortunes within this political economy of development, violence, reform, despair, and prosperity. Prosperity is best understood through its disparities.

Prosperity is formed in friction. Prosperity separates haves and have-nots within local conditions for the enforcement of property rights. These local conditions shape market economies, whose universals cannot transcend politically managed questions of access.

1997. My activist friends in Jakarta are optimistic. The regime’s grip is loosening. New forms of mobilization seem possible. One activist explains to me the “generations” of Indonesian advocacy: the first generation spawned charity organizations; the second, development organizations; the third, issue-oriented activism. The fourth generation is democratic agitation. Its time has come.

The news of the Asian financial crisis has not yet hit.

Everyone is talking about community-based natural resource management. No one can resist it. The foreign foundations are pushing it. The government is interested. The corporations will have to deal with mobilized communities, who know their resource rights.

Jakarta friends warn me that the level of activism in South Kalimantan is currently low. There is not much going on other than “second generation” development work.

When I arrive in Banjarmasin, the capital of South Kalimantan, I find myself in another world. There is quite a bit of activism, more than I have seen before. But most is conducted in a regional Muslim idiom that might make it unrecognizable in Jakarta. Furthermore, I sense an enormous confusion about how to proceed. Not so long before, rioters burned down the downtown shopping areas, along with churches and offices. My friends blame the people; angry and aroused, without discipline, they created their own hell. To many, piety seems a better goal than democracy.

The situation in the countryside is even more confusing. Resource extraction has reached a feverish peak, with corporations as well as ordinary people fanning across the land to pick up what they can. No one is talking about community-based resource management. It is hard to identify “communities.” Every man seems out for himself. No one cares to protect the environment, activists tell me, because greed now rules the land.

Pak Arman is particularly sensitive to these issues because he has just returned from studying in Jakarta. He has been energized by Jakarta optimism, and he doesn’t yet know what to do in Banjarmasin.

“We are only spectators,” he says with frustration. “We can only watch what is happening. First they take the trees. When the trees are finished, they come for the gold. When the gold is finished, they come for the coal. When the coal is finished, they come for the marble. When the marble is finished . . . they’ll take whatever is left.”

I don’t know if he knows of the famous lines about the Holocaust.

Pak Arman details for me the resource extraction projects that have been initiated in the region. There is the government. The government plans to open one million hectares of wet rice paddies in Central Kalimantan, using transmigrants from Java as their labor force. “One million hectares, one million problems,” Pak Arman explains. On those lands live Dayaks, who make a decent living raising water buffaloes. What will happen to them? The lands, too, will be damaged. The regional ecology is regulated by sensitive blackwater swamps. Pak Arman was not yet aware of the worst of this experiment. The rice was a disaster. The residents were resettled and their livelihood destroyed. By 2000, the project had made lists of the worst environmental disasters of all time (WALHI 2000: 2).

But we are in 1997, and this is not the most severe of Kalimantan’s problems. The devastating forest fires have not yet begun. Pak Arman explains that gold mining has penetrated deep into the Meratus Mountains, spreading mercury through the waters. Trucks of coal and marble move constantly at night. He has joined campaigns and prepared legal cases against mining-related cultural and environmental destruction, but his cause is losing. And it is not just companies. Individual miners spread out over the land, looking for new sites. It is “our people,” he says, not anyone else. It is hard to differentiate the bad guys from the good. “There are so many problems, we don’t know how to address them.”

“Kalimantan is being destroyed,” he says. He is not optimistic. “This is the end of Kalimantan. We have become nothing but spectators.”

........

On my way into the countryside, it is not difficult to find more optimistic individuals: the entrepreneurs and migrants who are hoping to gain from the flow of natural resources. Everyone assumes that I, too, am looking for resources; can my survey team offer a job? What about a loan for a really promising scheme?

Sutanto is a Javanese who moved to Kalimantan with nothing; now he has a lot going. The youngest of ten siblings, he moved first to a transmigration camp, where he was given a one-year supply of food and seed, tools, a house, and agricultural land. After a year, the transmigrants received title to their property. They were expected to become farmers and work on nearby plantations, but this was not a lucrative alternative. Like many of the others, Sutanto sold the house and land to other Javanese migrants, and he moved to a Meratus Dayak village to become an entrepreneur in the resource extraction boom.

Since then, he has participated in every resource scheme—logs, ores, forest products, even sand. For the moment, he also has opened a food stall and he is using it as a transport terminal to haul resources out of the region. He has brought other Javanese transmigrants into the village to help with his schemes, and now there is a lively Javanese community there. “This area will never progress without Javanese,” he says. “They must bring in transmigrants for real development.” The government is planning to start a housing and farm location program for “local transmigrants,” and he plans to participate again in this government handout, acquiring more property to sell for his businesses.

He is enthusiastic about the prospects, and he urges me to join in. “Lend me twenty million rupiah,” he says, “I’ll buy a truck. You can make Rp. 200,000 a day with your own truck here. You can carry sand, stones, wood. If you carry a cubic meter of wood, you get Rp. 25,000; if you carry four cubic meters, isn’t that Rp. 100,000? You can do this many times a day. If you buy the truck on credit, it’s only fifteen million down. I’ll give half your money to [my adopted sister] and put the rest in the bank for you when you come. You won’t have any trouble when you are here. You’ll just need the expenses for your trip.

“Kalimantan is rich with valuable things. Stones [e.g., coal]. Wood. Marble. The companies haven’t taken out any of these materials here! Move here and build a house. It’s a great place to trade. There are all kinds of fruits that aren’t even eaten; you won’t have to buy anything at the market. You can get lots of money!

“So you’re a teacher: There’s an opening at the elementary school. You can teach a little and have plenty of time to trade as well. You would only have to teach a few hours, and you could trade and see your family. It’s a good life making money here.”

........

An asphalt road has just been built to the village of Kalawan. It is only about four feet wide, but trucks take it constantly, right up to Sutanto’s food stall. Not knowing about the road, I had been looking forward to the hike to the village after a long bus ride. But a motorcyclist takes me, charging me double the customary price when he realizes I am surprised to see the road. On the side of the road are piles of rubber and sand, waiting to be transported. An official convoy speeds by toward a newly formed county seat, in the heart of Meratus resource lands. The neat homes of new Javanese migrants line the entrance to the village. A laborer in dirty clothes sings a refrain: “Wherever the money is . . .”

At Sutanto’s food stall, I ask for my sister and Meratus Dayak mentor Uma Adang and I learn that she is living away from the road, in the forest. She never comes in, people say.

Indeed, she has cast herself as an old woman. Ten years ago, she was a respected leader, consulted by all about custom, religion, and culture. Now she is strong enough to clear a field or lead a survey team for a wage, but not, it seems, to hike a level twenty-minute trail to the road. What is out there anyway, except trucks shipping out the wealth of the land? Uma Adang tells me that every tree is coming down, including fruit and honey trees. You can get up to Rp. 150,000 for giving permission to fell a tree on your ancestral lands; you might as well give permission, because they will fell the tree whether you give it or not. You hear the sound of the chain saw; by the time you get there, the tree has been felled. Javanese migrants are moving in; sometimes they buy land, but usually they just take it. Everyone worries about whether to sell. But it doesn’t matter because the police commander is selling land, claimed or not, for his own profit. Property signs have sprouted up along the main road. If you go to the main road, she says, you must have money. The Javanese are even carting out sand, at Rp. 40,000 a ril.

There is a lot going on for those who are ambitious enough to take it. For the rest, she says, there is almost nothing left. There is no more customary law and no more culture, she says. I will be disappointed in my stay, she tells me.

I draw out a bag of presents. Hers is a set of nesting containers to store dry foods; I have wrapped its big, rectangular box in bright paper, and it takes her a few moments to get it open. Before she has opened it, she has already registered her disappointment. “Better you had brought me a bomb, so I could blow this place up.” I think at first she is joking. But later, she repeats the refrain. I realize she is seriously angry.

There are times that the only solution one can think about is bombing everyone.1

........

It takes me a long time to figure out whether and how to write about the deteriorating conditions I saw in Kalawan, not just in 1997, but throughout the 1990s and into the beginning of the twenty-first century. What are the stories that can be told about this place? There is no point in telling a story no one wants to hear.

People don’t want to hear about victims. Many people benefit from resource booms. And why privilege indigenous residents over migrants? Cultures never sit still; it is nostalgia to speak out for what is being lost. Anthropologists have been especially cautious to avoid stories of “disappearing cultures”: Those stories seem too caught up in a discredited connoisseurship of culture. In my own work, I have endorsed the promise of intercultural hybridity. But hybridity is not all promise, and neither is agency. Destruction too requires agency. To tell its stories, we cannot avoid the viewpoint of despair.

Others have, and will tell of the pleasures of resource booms. The need to understand capitalist expansion, however, inspires me in another direction: I will not erase the conditions of terror in which agency is sometimes formed. I will tell stories of destruction.
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Clusters of red earth push up in broken bits,
as if asking in an angry fit:

“Why did you let my humus flee?
Why weren’t forests replanted on me?
How much longer must I endure,
more than two decades and still no one cares?”

South Kalimantan gasps
Your breath, your life, sucked out, lapsed.
Who is ready to claim this disaster?
Which big man is prepared to answer?

My protests flare up, my blood boils
Is this true, the real face of Kalimantan?
Was it a lie, my vision of a vast great forest?

—from Victor Roesdianto,
   “The Forests of South Kalimantan”1

proliferation: 1. Pathology, etc. The formation or development of cells by budding or division. 2. Enlargement or extension; an increase in number (of); now esp. of nuclear weapons.2

What do cancer and nuclear weapons have in common? Their expansion, proliferation, is always already out of control. Proliferation, too, is a key principle of capitalist expansion, particularly at capitalist frontiers where accumulation is not so much primitive, that is, archaic, as savage. Frontiers are not just edges; they are particular kinds of edges where the expansive nature of extraction comes into its own. Built from historical models of European conquest, frontiers create wildness so that some—and not others—may reap its rewards. Frontiers are deregulated because they arise in the interstitial spaces made by collaborations among legitimate and illegitimate partners: armies and bandits; gangsters and corporations; builders and despoilers. They confuse the boundaries of law and theft, governance and violence, use and destruction. These confusions change the rules and thus enable extravagant new economies of profit—as well as loss.

The late twentieth century saw the creation of new “resource frontiers” in every corner of the world. Made possible by Cold War militarization of the Third World and the growing power of corporate transnationalism, resource frontiers grew up where entrepreneurs and armies were able to disengage nature from local ecologies and livelihoods, “freeing up” natural resources that bureaucrats and generals could offer as corporate raw materials. From a distance, these new resource frontiers appeared as the “discovery” of global supplies in forests, tundras, coastal seas, or mountain fastnesses. Up close, they replaced local systems of human access and livelihood and ecological dynamics of replacement and replenishment with the cultural apparatus of proliferation, out-of-control interstitial capitalist expansion, the frontier. This chapter explores the making of a resource frontier in the eastern part of South Kalimantan in the 1990s.

My goal in this chapter is both practical and poetic. To allow readers to feel the rawness of the frontier is also to make it less sensible and ordinary. Sensory absorption can, with luck, sweep away the “common sense” of resource exploitation and leave us with the moving force of anger. The poet Taufiq Ismail is said to have inaugurated the Indonesian environmental movement in a public reading of a poem containing the following lines in 1971 (Ismail 1971, discussed in Aditjondro 1991a, my translation):3

I want to write a poem that resists the probability that Japanese traders will plunder the wood of the forests of Kalimantan, that prohibits the oil drillers and foreign investors from feeding spiritually weak officials, and forbids bribes to customs officers and judges.

My chapter shares this same goal.

The chapter is divided into two parts. First I tell of how the frontier and its resources are made. This section is based on ethnographic observation from the mid-1990s. Second, I turn to the post-1997 crisis, when frontier-making spiraled out of control.

I. How to Make Resources in Order to Destroy Them
(and Then Save Them?) On the Salvage Frontier

A frontier is an edge of space and time: a zone of not yet—not yet mapped, not yet regulated. It is a zone of unmapping: even in its planning, a frontier is imagined as unplanned. Frontiers aren’t just discovered at the edge; they are projects in making geographical and temporal experience. Frontiers make wildness, entangling visions and vines and violence; their wildness is both material and imaginative. This wildness reaches backward as well as forward in time, bringing old forms of savagery to life in the contemporary landscape. Frontiers energize old fantasies, even as they embody their impossibilities.

Most descriptions of resource frontiers take for granted the existence of resources; they label and count the resources and tell us who owns what. The landscape itself appears inert: ready to be dismembered and packaged for export. In contrast, the challenge I’ve set myself is to make the landscape a lively actor. Landscapes are simultaneously natural and social, and they shift and turn in the interplay of human and nonhuman practices. Frontier landscapes are particularly active: hills flood away, streams are stuck in mud, vines swarm over fresh stumps, ants and humans are on the move. On the frontier, nature goes wild.

The place I describe is a mountainous, forested strip of southeast Kalimantan. My companions in traveling and learning this landscape are Meratus Dayaks, old inhabitants whose livelihood has been based on shifting cultivation and forest foraging.4 For Meratus, the frontier has come as a shock and a disruption; it is with their help that I experience the trauma of transformation. My account begins in the mid-1990s, when the New Order regime still seemed to stretch forward endlessly. By this time, privatization had become a regime watchword, in practice further concentrating economic power in the hands of the president’s family and cronies. Huge tracts had been assigned to logging companies, mining companies, and pulp-and-paper as well as oil palm plantation companies. The military played an important role in transferring these tracts from previous residents to their corporate owners; military men also took their own interest in resources. This seminal period has shaped the wildness of the twenty-first century.

An Abandoned Logging Road Has Got to Be . . .

An abandoned logging road has got to be one of the most desolate places on earth. It doesn’t go anywhere, by definition. If you are walking there, it is either because you are lost or you are trespassing, or both. The wet clay builds clods on your boots, if you have any, sapping your strength, and if you don’t have any boots, the sun and the hot mud are unmerciful. Whole hillsides slide down beside you into the stagnant pools where the mosquitoes breed. Abandoned roads soon lose their shape, forcing you in and out of eroded canyons and over muddy trickles where bridges once stood but which are now choked by loose soil, vines crawling on disinterred roots and trunks sliding, askew. Yet, ironically, the forest as a site of truth and beauty seems so much clearer from the logging road than anywhere else, since it is the road that slices open the neat cross-section in which underbrush, canopy, and high emergents are so carefully structured.

In 1994, I walked on a lot of abandoned logging roads in southeastern Kalimantan between the Meratus Mountains and the coastal plains now covered with transmigration villages—Block A, Block B, Block C—and giant, miles-square plantations of oil palm, rubber, and acacia for the pulp and paper trade. In the 1980s, despite the logging, local villagers were asserting customary resource rights, and transmigration here was just a gleam in one engineer’s eye, and he wasn’t in charge. Now, the region had been overwhelmingly transformed. Even beyond the newly planted industrial tree plantations lay miles of scrub and vines. These were landslides of slippery red and yellow clay, with silt-laden excuses for water. The logging roads had eroded into tracks for motorcycles, water buffalo, and the still-streaming mass of immigrant and local blood and sweat that the government calls “wild”: wild loggers, wild miners, and bands of roving entrepreneurs and thieves. Something easy to call degradation rode through the land: Human presence was leaving the terrain all but bare.

Such destruction is not just human nature or the nature of resources. In the violent clarity of the abandoned logging road, irreverent questions come to mind. How does nature at the frontier become a set of resources? How are landscapes made empty and wild so that anyone can come to use and claim them? How do ordinary people get involved in destroying their environments, even their own home places?

These questions can only be addressed by getting inside our daily habits and our dreams. Freeing “resources” opens the landscape in complementary nightmares. The frontier emerges in the intertwined attraction and disgust of their engagement. Order and progress banish imagined wildness; wildness emerges in a parody and recuperation of the worst dreams of order and progress. Monocrop plantations are the flip side of the wild resource frontier. Each calls the other into existence: On one side, endless rows of silent symmetry, biopower applied to trees; on the other side, wild loggers, miners, and villagers in the raucous, sped-up time of looting. Each solves the problems put in motion by the other. Each requires the same entrepreneurial spirit. In that spirit, gold nuggets, swallows’ nests, incense woods, ironwood posts, great logs destined to be plywood, and whole plantations of future pulp are conjured. Here is a first answer to my questions. Resources are made by “resourcefulness” in both plantation and wild frontier. The activity of the frontier is to make human subjects as well as natural objects.

The frontier, indeed, had come to Kalimantan. It hadn’t always been there. Dutch plantation schemes mainly bypassed Kalimantan in the colonial period before World War II, allowing colonial authorities to treat their natives as subjects of kingdoms and cultures. Kalimantan’s Dayaks, while to them patently uncivilized, were still seen as having law and territorial boundaries, not a wilderness that needed to be filled up. In its first years the postcolonial nation maintained Kalimantan’s villages, fields, and forests. Commercial logging only got underway in the 1970s. Administrative expansion and resettlement followed, with the goal of homogenizing the nation. In the 1980s, conflicts broke out between villagers and commercial loggers. Massive fires and waves of immigration disrupted emergent localisms. Through the 1980s, however, it was possible to see rural Kalimantan as a landscape of villages, small cultivations, and traditional agro-forestry, with discrete patches of estate agriculture and large-scale logging and mining here and there.

The late 1980s and 1990s witnessed a national wave of entrepreneurship. Spurred on by economic liberalization with its international sponsors, and a consolidating regional capitalism, entrepreneurs shot up at every level from conglomerates to peasant tour guides. In this great surge of resourcefulness Kalimantan became a frontier.

The frontier, then, is not a natural or indigenous category. It is a traveling theory, a foreign form requiring translation. It arrived with many layers of previous associations. “Indonesian Miners Revive Gold Rush Spirit of 49ers,” crowed a headline in the Los Angeles Times (Williams 1988: 1). “Kalimantan at this time is part of the Wild West . . . like parts of America in the 19th century,” despaired the Minister of the Environment (Gellert 1998: 82). Indonesian frontiers were shaped to the model of other wild times and places. Nor was the American West the only moment to be reworked and revived. There is the dark Latin American frontier: a place of violence, conflicting cultures, and an unforgiving nature driving once-civilized men to barbarism, as Domingo Sarmiento, soon to be president of Argentina, argued in 1845 (Sarmiento 1998). This savage vision of the frontier has continued to percolate through later frontier optimism. There is the nation-making frontier, as famously articulated by Frederick Jackson Turner in his 1893 address, “The Significance of the Frontier in American History” (Turner 1994). Wild, empty spaces are said to have inspired white men to national democracy and freedom in the United States. Amazing for its erasures, the power of this formulation is suggested by the fact that U.S. historians remained in its thrall for nearly a hundred years.5 Furthermore, the story of frontier progress was remade in an internationally colonizing form after World War II in the concept of the technofrontier, the endless frontier made possible by industrial technology. The closing of national borders need no longer just lead to nostalgia; the technofrontier is open and expanding. In the guise of development, the technofrontier dream hit Indonesian centers hard in the late 1960s. By the 1990s, it had dragged its older frontier cousins, those entangled stories of the wild, to the rural peripheries.

Frontiers are notoriously unstable, and it is fitting that Kalimantan landscapes should have a role in forging new frontier conceptions. The frontier arrived in Kalimantan after environmentalism had already become established not just among activists but also in government and corporate public relations. No one could be surprised this time to find that frontier-making is destructive of forests and indigenous cultures. Susanna Hecht and Alexander Cockburn wrote that in the Amazon, heroic development plans unexpectedly turned to smoke, mud, and violence: “The generals had unleashed forces beyond their control, and now the Amazon faced its apocalypse” (1990: 141). But in New Order Kalimantan, the Amazon apocalypse was already known. Plans were set in motion to save the environment in the process of destroying it. Tree plantations were introduced to restore deforested and degraded land. Only then was the landscape deforested and degraded to make way for the restorative tree plantations. Giant mining conglomerates were licensed to save the land from the depredation of wild miners, yet legal and illegal prospectors were inseparable. “They go where we go,” a Canadian engineer explained, “and sometimes we follow them” (Williams 1988: 1). Indonesian timber and plywood tycoon Bob Hasan hosted a 10K “Run for the Rainforest” and raked in international environmental prizes.6 “Indonesians don’t destroy their forests,” he told reporters, “We are just given a little time to manage [the forest] for others” (Vidal 1990). This is the salvage frontier, where making, saving, and destroying resources are utterly mixed up, where zones of conservation, production, and resource sacrifice overlap almost fully, and canonical time frames of nature’s study, use, and preservation are reversed, conflated, and confused.

By this point it should be clear that by frontier I don’t mean a place or even a process but an imaginative project capable of molding both places and processes. Frederick Jackson Turner describes the frontier as “the meeting point between savagery and civilization” (1994: 32). It is a site of transformations; “the wilderness masters the colonist . . . . Little by little he masters the wilderness” (33). It is a space of desire: it calls; it appears to create its own demands; once glimpsed, one cannot but explore and exploit it. Frontiers have their own technologies of space and time: Their emptiness is expansive, spreading across the land; they draw the quick, erratic temporality of rumor, speculation, and cycles of boom and bust, encouraging ever-intensifying forms of resourcefulness. On the Kalimantan salvage frontier, frontier intensification and proliferation lurch forward in a hall of mirrors, becoming showy parodies of themselves. Time moves so quickly that results precede their causes, and the devastation expected behind the line of frontier expansion suddenly appears, as it seems, ahead of its advance.

The Kalimantan frontier is not the enactment of a principle of commodification or conquest. The commodification of forest products is centuries old in this area, and while the new frontier draws on the earlier trade, its appearance is not a logical intensification. The frontier is not a philosophy but rather a series of historically nonlinear leaps and skirmishes that come together to create their own intensification and proliferation.7 As these kinds of moves are repeated, they gain a cultural productiveness even in their quirky unpredictability. Thus, Marianne Schmink and Charles Wood (1992) describe frontiers in Amazonia as a series of ironic twists. Planned communities lead to unplanned settlement; resource nationalization leads to private control; land titling leads to forgery; military protection leads to generalized violence. Such twists are more than irony: They predict and perform their own reversals, forming productive confusions and becoming models for other frontiers. In Kalimantan, related paradoxes produce frontier degradation and salvage. The frontier is made in the shifting terrain between legality and illegality, public and private ownership, brutal rape and passionate charisma, ethnic collaboration and hostility, violence and law, restoration and extermination.

Legal, Illegal

Shifting cultivation is illegal in Indonesia, despite the fact that it is the major subsistence technology for many rural people, including Meratus Dayaks. Perhaps that is why, as I hiked down the Meratus Mountains into the eastern coastal plains with Meratus friends, the lines of legality were not clear to me, and I was hardly aware that the immigrant loggers I passed were out of bounds, wild men. As soon as we hit the old logging roads, we found them, singly or in groups of three or four, each with a small chain saw or a water buffalo to haul out the logs. Their living places were bed-sized bamboo platforms along the road with only a sheet of plastic hung over to keep out the rain; they seemed to have no possessions but a coffee pot and a can of mackerel, poor man’s sardines. We stopped to drink sticky, thick coffee, loaded with sugar, and to talk of the pleasures and dangers of the forest world they knew. They chanted the prices of wood, the names of logs. They spooked themselves, and us, with tales of stolen chain saws and armed men on the roads. They were always planning to leave in a few days, when the earnings looked good, and before fiercer men arrived. Even as quick-moving transients, they gave us a human face for the frontier.

My friends thought the men worked for Inhutani, a government timber company, and while this turned out to be technically wrong, they were right that lines between public, private, and criminal were unclear. These loggers have both legitimacy and access. They sell their logs to the big logging companies or to small but perfectly legal wood processers. Where environmental regulations keep the companies off mountain slopes or village claims push them back, that’s where the wild loggers go. They fill out logging economies of scale, and their earnings are the only prosperity logging is likely to bring to the province. Their chain saws come to them through networks of renting and profit-sharing that cross local, ethnic, and religious lines. They tap the slender ends of arteries flowing with capital from rich urban entrepreneurs, conglomerates, and—at that time—the family of the president branching in thinner and thinner capillaries out into the forest. Usually, the police and the army do not bother them, although the police and the army can be unpredictable. Many pay fees to Meratus village heads to give them permission to cut in village forests, and while villagers complain that village heads keep it all for themselves, this privatization is common, even proper for village subsidies.

And yet, both despite and because of all this respectability, these lonely loggers carry and spread the wildness of the frontier. Even in sitting with them, chatting with them, we partook of that wildness. They encouraged our fears of armed men; oh, no one will attack you, they joked, because they will assume you are carrying a lot of guns. And who can tell the difference between a logger and an armed thief? Each time we came upon another man, another logger /thief, we stopped, hoping to domesticate him with our chatter. Perhaps he wouldn’t attack us; perhaps he would alert us to the presence of other logger /thieves. Soon our nerves were jangling from all those cups of coffee, and by then my friends and I formed a silent pack, each huddling in his or her own unspoken fear.

They modeled frontier behavior for us, teaching us the value of wood until my Meratus companions looked at familiar forest trees with eyes like cash registers. Oh, that one could bring me a million rupiah, Ma Salam sighed, interrupting our conversation about environmentalism. In writing their names or initials on the logs they cut, the wild loggers had introduced the new practice in this area of writing one’s name on trees—to claim the tree, to hold it or sell it to a logger with a chain saw before someone else did. The proliferation of naming brought new identities for trees and men, wrapping both in fearless assertion and violence, for, people said, armed men came by and cut the name off the tree, or cut the tree above the mark, and wrote their own names on the logs. If you confront them with five men, my friends said, they will come at you with ten or twenty. Sell quickly and move on to write your name again.

Who were these men, so human and yet so transiently identified? They came from everywhere and spoke the common language of trade and calculation based on the hope of a quick windfall. They were called penyingso, “chain saw men,” or pembaluk, “square log men,” after the shape of their logs. No one knew them as wild, but they were men without ordinary culture. Appendages to their equipment and their products, they had names but no houses, families, meals, work schedule, or ordinary time. In this stripped-down human form, they communicated across cultures, arranging ethnic collaborations. They offered a hot human connection to still the chills of fear. This thrilling connection was an anesthetic, blocking out the damaged world in which they operated—a world already left behind by bigger frontier makers, the soil sloughing off the hills, trees falling, waters muddied. Entering that damaged world, can’t you see the resources waiting to be claimed?

It is difficult to find the words to discuss this kind of transethnic, translocal collaboration and the regional resource dynamics it sets in motion. Resource economists and bureaucrats recognize no localisms; to them, the world is a frontier. There is no point in asking how frontiers come to be; they are nature itself. To counter that perspective, anthropologists, rural sociologists, and geographers have drawn attention to non-frontier-like (or even anti-frontier) environmental social forms, such as common property, community management, and indigenous knowledge. They have returned attention to the cultural specificity of capitalism and state bureaucracy.8 This important and quite wonderful work has come to dominate local and regional analyses of environment and society in Kalimantan; scholars point to the long-term social making of the rainforest, to a community “ethic of access” that sustains forest commodities, and to the bizarre stereotypes of government planners.9 My own work has developed within this dialogue.

Yet in contrasting community conventions with state and corporate schemes, there is little room for discussing the call of the wild, with its regionwide collaborations for aggressive resource grabbing and the seemingly unstoppable spread of the frontier. One might call this “the tragedy of the tragedy of the commons,” that is, the tragic result of state and corporate policies that assume and enforce open-access conventions as the flip side and precondition of private property.10 By refusing to recognize alternative forms of access, these policies will alternatives to disappear. But this is a tragedy that cannot be well described with the vocabulary of management, property, and access rules. From the perspective of the abandoned logging roads, the divide between community and state-corporate standards feels nostalgic: too little, too late. The logging road and its illegal-legal loggers from everywhere call me toward more dangerous country.

One look back: Grand schemes never fully colonize the territories upon which they are imposed. If the frontier is an environmental project, not a place, it can never fill the landscape. Away from the logging road, there are trees, fields, and villages. The frontier could move on; the forest might regenerate. Still, those industrial tree plantations are truly huge, and through them the frontier claims powerful national and international players.

The Public Private

Riding from the provincial capital up the east coast and toward the mountains in an airless, overcrowded van with the music so loud it closes down my senses, there is more than enough anesthetic; yet the difference between legal resource concessions and the wild is perfectly visible here. The road runs for miles through land without underbrush or animal life but only neatly planted tree stock, row on row on row. The transmigration villages placed here to provide the labor force for these future trees are similarly orderly, blank, and anonymous; in striking contrast to everywhere else I’ve been in Indonesia, the passengers get on and off at these nameless stops without looking at us or speaking. Sometimes we stop in noisy frontier towns, full of gold merchants, truckers, and hungry, aggressive men. But soon enough we are back among the silent army of young trees. This is the discipline that boosted Indonesia—for awhile—among the emerging Asian tigers. Under the banner of political stability, discipline made economic indicators soar.

Appearances are important here. No weeds, no trash timber. It is unclear to what extent appearances were the New Order economy’s most important product. Oil palm, the darling of the export-crop set, was sponsored by foreign and domestic plantation subsidies; perhaps the companies will have moved on before the oil is pressed.11 The pulp plantations were financed by the national reforestation program, the answer to environmentalists’ concern for the rainforest. New international agreements offered plantation timber as the solution to rainforest destruction; timber companies put in plantations, sponsored by the government, to earn the right to cut down more forest, useful for future plantations.12 Meanwhile, the young trees await future pulp factories. And as they wait, what will befall them? Many of the acacias are cloned from the same parent stock, making them highly vulnerable to disease.13 They are affected by a rot that causes hollow boles, an apt image for an economy of appearances.

There have been government corporations here, and there have been private ones, but most fall awkwardly across this distinction. The oil palms were said to belong to the wife of then president Suharto, Mrs. Tien Suharto, who died in 1996 but before her death was widely parodied as Mrs. Tien (Ten) Percent, after her voracious interest in the economy. The loggers told villagers who complained about the invasion of village forests to “go ask Mrs. Tien.” The president’s family served both a material and a mythical role in the plantation economy. The capital they controlled was both public and private. It was the confusion of these categories that allowed frontier investment to flourish. Here national interest merged with that of the president, the army, and the corporations.

Even the staunchest of neoclassical economists admit that it was difficult to distinguish among domestic, foreign, and government ownership in New Order Indonesia, given the mix of investors, the central importance of patronage, and the slippage back and forth between military and private enterprise. The confusion proliferated at every level. Foreign was domestic: Foreign aid formed a major portion of domestic revenue, and foreign firms worked through domestic partners. Public was private: The explicit goal of the government was to sponsor entrepreneurship at every level. Even peasant subsidies in the 1990s were individual entrepreneurship loans. Licenses and concessions were both public and private. Civil servants were paid a low base salary and expected to gain the rest of their living from perks and benefits of their discretionary authority.

You could call this corruption, or you could call it, as one North American corporate executive, gracefully submitting to government demands for a share of his company’s enterprise, dubbed it, “Indonesia’s political, economic, and social environment.”14 One must also consider these public-private arrangements in relation to the worldwide post-Cold War infatuation with the market. In the 1990s, most every country redoubled its endorsement of the market, and New Order Indonesia was exemplary. The bureaucracy was the market; its goal was to promote entrepreneurship. The military was the market; soldiers had the muscle to make the best deals. Environmental management was the market, offering another chance to claim resources and promote trade. The fluidity between public and private was a fertile space for the capital, the deals, the plans, and the appearance of the economy itself. The president’s family and friends were exemplars of what every citizen was supposed to be doing; their capital flowed out through transregional networks in complementary small and large deals.

This dynamic was said to speed up development, and speed things up it did. Secrets passing through personal ties encouraged speculation in which investments preceded contracts; for those tracking money and resources, an impatient anticipation emerged, speeding up time. A boom-time excitement was stimulated by the fluidity of deals, trickling down and then streaming between official coffers, foreign firms, and those-in-the-know. Rumors spread the excitement, and the wild men flocked to the frontier following or anticipating news of gold strikes and quick timber harvests, before the plantations rolled in. In this productive space, quick, erratic, anticipatory frontier time intensifies and spreads, ricocheting back and forth between centers and peripheries, and getting ahead of itself in death-defying leaps. Here alternative, appearance-based scams—disciplined or wild—are born, and the only promise that must be kept is of fabulous, unearned wealth.

Roads That Empty the Territory

Between the tree plantations and the mountains are networks of more- and less-maintained logging roads, with their heavy cargoes of legal logs by day and illegal logs by night. For bosses and managers, the roads shrink and simplify the territory, making it quicker to get from here to there. For most everyone else, the logging roads expand landscape emptiness, separating off-and on-road sites and creating obstacles between once-connected forest places even as they speed the trip to town. The roads are also conduits for migrants, fugitives, and thieves, who expand both danger and wildness for everyone who lives or visits there.

Natural treasures themselves become fugitive in this landscape of movement and flight, just as once, people said, a man stumbled over a nugget of gold as big as a rice mortar and marked the place oh so carefully to come back later with help—but when he did, nothing was there. Masculine magic and charisma are required, for even safe in one’s possession, treasures disappear. Thus, every man on the road with a splinter of gaharu incense wood or a palmful of immature swifts’ nests unwraps it from its plastic bag, shows it like a secret talisman, wraps it, stows it carefully in his pocket, chants the price, pulls it out again to rewrap it, trying thereby to stabilize its presence on his person. And how much more flighty are the incense trees and swifts themselves.

Take the swifts. The saliva nests they build in limestone caves are the key ingredient of Chinese birds’ nest soup and fetch startling prices even locally: a million and a half rupiah for a kilo of the white clean ones and 800,000 for the debris-filled black.15 In this area, they have long been associated with fugitive luck and danger. In the 1980s, people told me that the only way to find birds’ nests was to bring a freshly sacrificed human head to the spirits who could reveal them. Now, with armed men on the roads, the birds’ erratic flight has intensified beyond the reach of headhunters, as have attempts to hold them in place. Where military men have found productive caves, they have posted guards and signs: “This is the property of the army.” Meratus who consider themselves traditional owners hurry to guard remaining caves, building their homes and clearing swiddens in the dark glens facing the caves, never leaving them. Still, they are outmaneuvered by the men on the roads, who come around with guns and flashlights and demand entry. They peel off the birds’ nests before they are fully built, ensuring that the birds will not return. Quick harvesting leads to quicker harvesting, and nests the size of kidney beans are removed, depriving the birds of any place to raise their young. In this fugitive landscape, armed men are the best part of the law, and parodies of property appear. One Meratus man who had moved in front of a cave to guard it showed me the letter written by the most recent gang to have come by to rob the cave, which warned off future gangs on the principle of this group’s precedence. My Meratus host got nothing, as did the swifts, who could only fly to other fugitive locations.

Men arm themselves with old war stories, and invulnerability magic from the 1958 rebellion has been revived, with its metaphors of penises as weapons and semen as spent bullets. As much as I tried to avoid too simple an ecofeminism, it was difficult not to conclude that an emergent masculinity fueled this regionally spreading dynamic, with its ability to unite men across lines of local culture and religion in a competitively intensive virility. Men arouse each other on the roads with stories of women who will do anything (“and then,” he said, “she tore off her bra”). They work themselves and each other into a constant state of masculine anxiety, forever talking deals, opportunities, and prices in the sped-up time of the chase. They forget daycycles, lifecycles, and seasons. They talk back and forth and challenge each other to greater efforts.

Hiking the logging roads in the hot sun, I find it difficult to refuse a ride from the men in the truck. But crammed into the cab with the crew behind a windshield covered with stickers of busty naked ladies and my male Meratus friends stuck in the back with the water buffalo, fear hits me like an avalanche. Within 30 seconds, they are feeling my arms and legs and breasts, and I must concentrate on how to get them to let me off at the next crossroads, where I heave a sigh of relief that I made it out, again, this time. Yes, says a wizened Meratus friend, they grab your breasts even if you are a wrinkled old woman, they must have no eyes, and every woman must learn to jump out of the truck. But a younger friend replies to my stories with bravado: Why didn’t you do it? Weren’t they handsome enough? I had heard similar bravado from young men when a peer was cowed by soldiers: If they had come at me, I would have shown them something! Indeed, one’s only choices are to hide or to play. Women can be resourceful too, and prostitution brings new resources to the frontier. But this is a world formed by an intensive, peculiar, exaggerated masculinity.

This is a masculinity that spreads and saturates itself with images and metaphors, amulets, stickers of naked women, stories based on the confusion between rape and wild sex. Its moving force is perhaps best seen in the imagistic effects of the “water machine,” the high-pressure hydraulic pump, small enough for one man to carry and connect to any local stream, but whose power in the spray emerging from the taut blue plastic piping can gouge a hole four feet deep into the land and thus expose the gravel underneath the clay, gravel mixed, perchance, with small flakes or nuggets of gold. What charismatic force! And what possibilities it unveils.

The water machine, introduced in this area around 1990, is the key technology of small-scale or “wild” gold mining. It is much too expensive for an ordinary Meratus man, but networks of renting and share splitting, with borrowed funds and imagined profits split among more and more men make it possible for many ambitious men to join a mining group, or more aggressively yet, to bring the machine and a team upstream toward home. Nor are Meratus the only players. The miners, like the loggers, come from everywhere, building makeshift settlements along the logging roads with names like “Kilometer 105 and a Half.” At their excavations, they erect camps of bamboo platforms hung with plastic sheets; they have coffee pots, sugar, mackerel cans. But I know some of these people; they are Meratus farmer-foragers. I know they are perfectly capable of stopping anywhere in the forest and, in half an hour, building a cozy, rain-tight shelter of bamboo, palm leaves, or bark. I know, in other circumstances, they would carry rice; they would hunt and fish and gather wild fruits and vegetables and make a tasty meal. But here, surrounded by familiar forest, they observe the proprieties of rain-soaked plastic sheets and a nutrition of coffee and rancid fish. It feels like nothing so much as “culture” in its most coercive, simplistic form: a way of life that draws us in, ready or not, sensible or not.

Among the huddled mining shelters, men and women disagree. Women join the profit-sharing groups, panning the gravel with men until their own jealous menfolk arrive, sending them back to the village. The men attack the land with new vigor, sharing the washing with other women, and women sneak back to join the gold parties of strangers.

But what is the result of all this passion? Despite obsessive attention to secrets and signs, much of the gravel exposed yields no metal at all; and when it does, the gold flakes are quickly spent in the extortionate prices of coffee, sugar, and cigarettes. No one I heard of had made much money; meanwhile, water machines broke and huge debts were accrued. Most strikingly, the land lay pock-marked and deeply eroded beyond recovery. Those trees that remained clung tottering by the tips of their roots, their bases airily exposed. Broken streams formed muddy pools; even grass was banished. “They have ruined the land for many generations,” said the old people. But perhaps it doesn’t matter, if the industrial tree plantations and their transmigrant labor force are coming anyway. Their mission is to make and restore degraded lands; why not get started?

........

Frontier men and resources, I have argued, are made in dynamics of intensification and proliferation. Confusions between legal and illegal, public and private, disciplined and wild are productive in sponsoring the emergence of men driven to profit, that is, entrepreneurs, as well as the natural objects conjured in their resourceful drives. These men and objects are contagious, recharging the landscape with wildness and virility. The frontier then appears to roll with its own momentum.

II. Crisis—and the Confusion of the Senses

In 1997 and 1998, the economy of Indonesia was hit by a great financial crisis that spread across Asia. The internationally evocative term krismon (krisis moneter, “financial crisis”) was coined in the newspapers, but the term krisis also spread on less sophisticated channels. By the summer of 2000, the term krisis had reached remote South Kalimantan villages. I heard it used to refer to all kinds of bad-news events, from family breakups to entrepreneurial failures to regional political upsets.

In the village of Kalawan, times have been bad indeed. These are not the bad times broadcast around the world to portray the Indonesian “crisis”: the fights over imported food, the violence against Chinese shop owners, the empty urban real estate. The crisis in Kalawan is deeper, at least in the sense that it could not be solved with the stabilization of the rupiah or even a change in the regime. Since the late 1980s, logging had “opened” the region: to armed men, legitimate and illegitimate; to entrepreneurial schemes, big and small; to migrants and transmigrants, with their superior citizenship claims; to proselytizing Pentecostals; to the destruction of subsistence livelihoods and the voiding of local rights; and, indeed, to panic and despair. Since the early 1990s, oil palm and pulp-and-paper plantations have spread closer and closer, drawing surveying lines through Kalawan people’s orchards and fields, and unloosing waves of imported transmigrant laborers to further denude the Kalawan landscape. Then the fires of 1997 burned down everything on one side of the road and much on the other, leaving a charred scar. Since then the rice has failed three times, and Kalawan people have become accustomed to discussing the distressing prices of those bottom-of-the-barrel rices, broken and red or black from improper storage, that have emerged as the staple. There is not much hope here, except, for some, in heaven . .. and for others, in the latest resource scam.

The krisis in this area, then, has been long in brewing. Indeed, there is a basic continuity between “development” here and “crisis.” Development required the making and using of “resources,” and resources cannot be made without violent upheaval. But frontier proliferation can get out of hand. Post-1997 frontier dynamics have challenged investors. The withdrawal of the New Order army as the guarantor of corporate greed has had drastic results. Community groups and gangsters have seized mines and timber camps. Illegal resource extraction suddenly overwhelms the legal. All but the bravest investors have considered backing out.

........

Crisis is a time for realignments within capitalism. Things are out of control; individual firms, and perhaps whole sectors, will go under, even if capital as an abstract idea may move on, unscathed. Fortunes hang in the balance. Capitalists must make big decisions: Can they take advantage of the confusion? Should they pull out?

Everyday processes of frontier-making become crises when, in contingent concert with regime disintegration and international “loss of confidence,” frontier violence and destruction take on a new magnitude. The business-as-usual obfuscations and confusions that make up frontier dynamics are magnified. Investors become vulnerable to frontier instability in the same way that residents and immigrants have been. What was “development” and “opportunity” in Kalimantan when trauma remained a small distraction is “crisis” when it emerges larger than life.

Media representations play a part in making crisis by changing focus from figures of rosy profits to landscapes of disruption. They reverse the scale of each: Frontier wreckage that looked small in the shadow of bright economic forecasts now takes up the front page of the newspaper. Kalimantan is lumped with Africa as a sacrifice zone. Let them kill each other, the authorities say: Tribes will be tribes. Their subtext reads: Capitalists beware!

It makes no sense to blame disruption on its poorest participants. If fingers must be pointed, let us begin with corporate and military elites. Yet their provocations have been effective: An apparatus has been put into motion that mobilizes chaos. There are no more anesthetics; confusion and pain are now free to show their faces. Suddenly powerful, they reach out to touch the ruling classes. Will the frontier rock the center, revealing global capitalism in its dirty underwear?

Chaos: a frontier spun out of control, its proliferations no longer productive for the authorities. This section explores the technical, sensuous features of such chaos. In chaos, sense disorientation itself becomes a historical agent, drawing people and landscapes in its path. How might we track the agency of the senses?

Smoke

The smoke of the fires of the 1997 El Niño drought year and beyond created a crisis of visibility.16 What should be visible and what should be invisible? Proper standards of visibility were contested and overlaid. Should Indonesia be responsible when airplanes in Singapore cannot fly because of the haze? Is corporate responsibility proved when environmentalists with satellite photos and Global Positioning System technologies make visible the smoke that emerges from plantations? Is the government creating more haze by blaming swidden farmers for the fires? And have the corporations successfully clarified property law by making the space of their plantations visible—by burning down their village competition?

As Emily Harwell (2000) has noted, most of the arguments about the fires stayed resolutely at a very high scale: the aerial view of the landscape. Opponents disagreed about the causes and consequences of the fires, but nobody cared much about the view from the ground. No one demanded that villagers affected by the fires become participants in the debates. Yet, perhaps such a demand would have made the situation only more difficult to decipher. Smoke created no clear perspective from above or below; the only difference involved the set of potential arsonists most available to blame. Many villagers have testified that corporations started the fires hoping to burn village forests for plantations. But often they used this story not to protest, but rather to catalyze more stories: about how village neighbors burned each other’s forests down, about how villagers burned plantations.17 No breathing space emerged for solidarity. Some stories were realistic; others ranged into the fantastic. Rumors were everywhere, and suspicions aroused. Smoke itself was the protagonist.

In Kalawan, my friends told me, the fires came from the south, from the Kodeco plantation complex. Yes, the company had started the fires, they thought; it was clearing land for sungkai and damar plantations. Then carelessness and jealousy fanned the flames. Three men on a fishing trip must have left coals in their campfire; the fires had gone out when they started again in that area. A young man they knew had gone hunting and must have dropped a cigarette, for the flames took off there. Certainly, it was dry. But then, jealousy flared. People who saw their own forests burned were jealous that other people still had fruit trees; they took fire to them. Our conversation took on a new intensity here, as my companions vied to tell me of the meanness of neighbors. I was unclear if we were still talking about carrying real coals or whether we had moved into the realm of sorcery. At the same time, stories poured forth of people dousing their houses in water brought up, bucket by bucket from the river, hour after hour. There was hard work and courage here. And suspicion and anger. The fires were not a natural occurrence, they said. Only through happenstance, more gracious than human plans, had the rain come to put the fires out at last—at the doorway of the house where we now sat. Even then the smoke and soot obscured the view.

The karst formations where the swifts build their expensive nests had burned in the fires. Even if the birds were still there, my friends said, you couldn’t get to them; there were no handholds now that the trees were burned and the karst had turned to dust. Yet even as we spoke thus, a young man in the household went out to gather nests. You can’t see them; you can’t get to them; but, yes, people gather them every week, smaller than a fingernail clipping and worth almost nothing: an economy of the invisible.

Smoke and soot: a challenge to visibility and planning at every level, from the humble to the great. When times were good in the national and international gaze, it seemed that investment ushered in clarity. For the first time, we—the self-proclaimed global management—knew where those resources were: We could count them; we could know their potential; we could talk about caring for them; we could use them. It was said that plywood tycoon Bob Hasan had a computer program that showed every harvestable tree in Kalimantan. “Computers, robotics, contour interpretation, satellite technology, can all help identify what trees are where,” he told a reporter (Vidal 1990). Yet these tools only show certain things. Human residents and their rights became invisible. In 1997, however, this trick collapsed, and obscurity became the common complaint. At the bottom of the heap, villagers struggled to survive within the smoke. Above them, contrary regimes of visibility openly competed.

Why did the plantation companies burn down the forest when they had been warned by the government that drought would make the fires spread out of control? Imagine for a moment a contradiction between capital and governance. Governance requires rationalization, clarity, and order. Capital, in contrast, thrives where opportunities are just emerging. The exceptional profits that allow a firm or corporate sector to get ahead are made where bureaucratic visibility is not yet firmly in place. In the deregulation zones where government is at the end of its tether, capital can operate with the hyperefficiency of theft. Capital cooperates in the spreading of governance measures that facilitate and legitimate this theft; some visibilities and rationalizations develop rapidly, while other economic standards are fluid and even purposely muddy. In the midst of contrasts between clarity and haze, discipline and free-for-all are uncannily bundled together. Obfuscation appears as a state plot, and as a people’s uprising. Either way, proliferation is the result. Whose side should we be on?

No one, I think, wanted the fires to be so big and so destructive. But what is to stop proliferation from getting out of hand?

Poison

Klerat Pellets: 0.005% w/w brodifacoum pellets.

Klerat is the original single feed anticoagulant rodenticide.

Klerat Pellets are active against rats and mice, including those resistant to first-generation anticoagulants, such as warfarin. A lethal dose can be ingested as only part of a single day’s food intake. Rats and mice normally die several days later, so bait shyness does not occur as the rats do not associate the symptoms with the food they have eaten.

As multiple feeding is not necessary, “Klerat” can be used most economically and safely when small quantities are applied with an interval between applications.

—http://www.sorex.com, “International”

After the fires of 1997, the rice plants grew healthily enough and flowered, but the grains never developed. There was no harvest. By the next year the rats had come out of the forest. They infested the fields and ate everything before them. The plantation company sold the people rat poison, telling them to spread it on their fields at least three times every month. My friends said, “It kills the cats; it kills the dogs. But it doesn’t affect the rats. They come back every night in greater numbers.”

Some rats come in great clans, spreading over the fields as evening arrives. They cry “oi, oi, oi.” Mouse traps are not effective. Cats are not enough.

“What kinds of rats?” I asked. My friends were using the Indonesian tikus rather than the Meratus wagang, and thus it was easy for them to avoid the biological specificity of Meratus wildlife classifications. “All kinds of rats,” they said. “Tiny ones no bigger than your toe, and giant ones as big as your calf; white ones and grey and black.” With the burning of the forest and the clearing of the plantations, there was nowhere else for them to go but the village fields and orchards. Indeed, I had never seen so much wildlife there. In every trip to relieve myself in the trees, I would scare a mousedeer or watch a colorful tree shrew scamper away. I was reminded of a flood I witnessed in Florida: On every mound of dry land, armadillos and rabbits and mice shared space with birds and foxes. There was no place else for the animals to go. They wouldn’t last long.

The plantation, they say, sells rat poison named “kill a rat.” I hear overtones of death, sweeping from the English-speaking north. At home, I find the poison “Klerat” on the Web, from the British firm Sorex, a product of its international line. This is a second-generation anticoagulant poison, formulated for rats that have become resistant to warfarin. Elsewhere on the Web, I find complaints that it is killing British owls and California wildlife, even as the rats become resistant again. I’m sure it is effective in killing off a broad spectrum of Bornean tropical rodents and other small animals, possibly sparing the cosmopolitan Norway rats, who seem quick to adapt to almost anything.

Fires that sweep across the forest; rats that sweep across the fields; poisons that sweep across the rats: They have called up the plagues. Each plague follows the simplifications and reductions of the last to leave the landscape more barren.

After the rats, a pestilence of tiny grasshoppers appeared.

Seizures

Little signs had begun sprouting in Kalawan. On each signboard appeared a man’s name and two numbers: the length and width of his plot. These were not Kalawan men. They were newcomers, arriving to claim property. Their plots were tracts of forest, brush, or grass; all that showed of them were the little signs.

Yet these plots had not been unclaimed. There is no unclaimed land in Kalawan; that’s what makes it a settlement. But the technologies of “claiming” are not those recognized by the Indonesian state or regional authorities. No one, for example, had thought of Kalawan land as a series of ownable plots. In the 1980s, the village as a collective had claimed a territory in which elders must be consulted to determine rights of use. Newcomers asked for permission to move into the village; elders negotiated disagreements about land use. Personal territories were marked by the plantings and histories of old users and claimed by their descendants. Some of these territories overlapped and supported diverse kinds of claims, reflecting the variety of ways that fields, brush, and forest could be used. This was not considered a problem.

In the 1990s, the Korean Development Company (Kodeco) put a logging road through Kalawan, and the village was forced into greater regional visibility. The police began to sell plots of land to immigrants, and particularly to Javanese transmigrants brought to work on the tree plantations but eager to move off-plantation to enter the more profitable trade in natural resources. Kalawan residents protested. The land was Kalawan orchard land, tended by its owners and charted for eventual reuse as farms. They asked customary leaders to intervene. But no one dared to go against the armed forces. “‘State land,’ the soldiers said. If you disagree they shoot you. What could we do? Life is for a moment; death lasts until the end of time.” The land was sold out from under them.

Kalawan became an attractive site for immigrants, and old Kalawan residents began selling land themselves before others could sell it for them. But who had the right to sell which land? The man who married in from another village sold the land of his wife’s family. The neighborhood head sold his neighborhood. Who could interfere? Meanwhile, two different plantation companies drew their property lines through the village, separating “Korea” and “Indonesia,” as residents put it. Some of my Kalawan friends worked for the survey teams, showing them the trails, and losing their lands for a few days of cigarette money.

A paroxysm of greed seized the village. Young men rushed to sell local resources, and, when they ran out, to join the army. Men in army uniforms, real or fake, ransacked the houses, stealing valuables. “If you don’t wreck and rampage, your rice pot will be empty,” someone said.

“If there’s money in it, people will do it,” Uma Adang grumbled. “If they have one million, they want two million. If they have two million, they want three million. Up to tens of millions. They don’t stop to think. They just want it to multiply: gold, clothing, anything ‘modern,’ electric motors, motorcycles, motor vehicles. Kalimantan is sick.”

Sin

Property regimes come into being with domestic realignments. In Kalawan, family values were asserted in a defensive spasm of fear. When most everything has been lost, it is easy to demand more and more control over less and less.

Misah had sex with her boyfriend. I knew because everyone was talking about it. Their teacher had caught them. When they had not shown up in class, he had left the other students to their own devices. He spent the afternoon stalking the couple, following them silently to Misah’s house and peering through a window as they chatted. When they lay down, he pounced. He called an emergency village meeting in which he described in the most excruciating detail everything that he had seen. His report provoked a crisis. The couple must be married off immediately, and in acknowledgment of sin. They had disgraced their community.

In Kalawan, there are only two kinds of teachers: Muslims and Christians. Both hold themselves above the local community of pagans. Both sit in chairs and eat pastries with their coffee, while others sit on the floor. Both send the children home if they are a few minutes late to school, even if they have hiked through the jungle for an hour in a storm to get there. My friends used to make fun of them, gently and with respect for their willingness to teach the children. But in the light of krisis the villagers saw themselves in the gaze of others, and they seemed poor, backward, and without protection. Sinful and without civilization. There were no more jokes about the teachers then.

“Misah is an animal,” her kin said, “she’s not even human.” Women’s sexuality has so often been posed to configure battles between kindreds and communities. But here the teacher’s accusation had turned the battle into a defensive siege. Either Dayaks were capable of moral standards or they were not. There would be no kin supporting Misah; she must be an icon of disrespect. My friends raged about her bad behavior. And I marveled: These were the same women with whom I had joked so often about sexual matters and otherwise. How had they become such small-town moralists?

A few years before, Uma Adang had mimed how the pious at prayer peeked out from under closed eyes to see what others were doing. She demonstrated how a tone-deaf chorus sang “Hallelujah” while bemused villagers lined up for post-service refreshments. We had laughed. Now, civilizational disciplines didn’t seem so funny. Under the circumstances, everyone must learn piety.

“At least she could have finished class 5,” my friends said. I wasn’t sure that the memorized inaccuracies of the school texts would have done her much good, but the sizzling atmosphere suppressed such irreverence. “Why can’t she continue school anyway?” I ask with false naivete. “Of course the teacher throws these students out,” they reprimand me with finality. “It is sin.” We would have no more parody of the teacher’s discipline. If he says it is sin, it is sin.

“Dayaks must have a higher standard than others,” says Uma Adang. “It’s different for [Muslims and Christians] who live in the city; they are sophisticated. Dayaks are the older sibling [of Muslims and Christians]; our law is higher.” In the confrontation of ethics, local custom is left a role as a defensive standard of value.

“There are three suku [groups],” explains Rusli, “Dayaks, Muslims, and Christians. The Javanese are Muslims. ‘Indonesia’ is the same—Muslim.” Now Dayaks have become a minority in Kalawan. Propriety is what they have. People should keep their houses clean and obey their parents. Teenagers who go to school should mind their virtue.

“I don’t think you’ll come back,” said Uma Adang. “There is no more culture here.” Kebudayaan, the official state term for “culture,” had become a code word between us some years ago for our shared work in savoring the revitalization of customary law and the resurgence of community. But by 2000, customary law was a remnant. The spreading frontier had buried such nonproliferation regimes.

When there is nothing left, there is still the shadow of civilization, inspiring pious disciplines. And, while trouble is unlikely to come out of Kalawan, even the piety of the powerless can get fiercely out of control.

Body Odor

By 2000, indeed, whiffs of pious violence could be detected across Indonesia, pitting ethnic and religious groups in new, morally inspired hatreds. Even in Kalawan, people knew that Dayaks in West Kalimantan had mobilized to protect the reputation of their women from the disrespectful gestures and violent intrusions of migrant Madurese. Dayaks were driving Madurese out, killing them if necessary.18 People in Kalawan have identified as Dayaks for a long time. But this was an exotic version of ethnicity: charismatic, passionate, and frightening.

My closest Kalawan friends heard about the Dayak-Madurese clashes from relatives who had moved to West Kalimantan and who had come back, briefly, to visit. I heard their stories some weeks after the visitors left, but the tales were still fresh as they detailed the tellers’ sense of a breath-stopping fear—and the need for a brave response.

By the time I heard the stories, there was one detail that stood out, to be repeated over and over: The Dayaks of West Kalimantan, my friends said, could identify Madurese by smelling them. Madurese and Dayaks mixed in public spaces, such as transport buses. It was difficult for strangers to tell one from the other. But when buses were stopped by militants during these wars, Madurese and Dayaks were separated, despite attempts on each side to disguise their names, their clothes, and their language abilities, because they could not change their body odor. My friends showed me what it might have been like, touching me and one another with a finger and sniffing—and then laughing in amazement at the very idea. The children caught on to the game, wiping a finger on first one and then another, and smelling. They ran around giggling, giddy with the new idea, practicing. The adults were equally intrigued. Imagine, sniffing out your enemies in a literal sense!

Body odor as ethnicity was too powerful an idea to fade. In the mass of strangers conjured up by frontier culture and intensified by krisis, how else might one identify one’s friends and enemies? Everything else could be mimicked, or so it was said. A poor man’s DNA testing, and no authority could standardize the results. This was a technology of identity that could reach out across separate strands of fear and discontent to conjure some common ground of discomfort: It’s them.

Body odor ethnicity reappeared in the 2001 Dayak-Madurese violence in Central Kalimantan.19 It accompanied ethnicity-making ritual and fashion: The “red bowl” of blood and feathers passed from village to village to mobilize a Dayak force; the red head scarves and rattan bracelets of Dayak combatants. All were codes to make mass ethnic conflict legible. Yet, of these, smell is the most intriguing. Smell is elusive. It is difficult to describe. It arouses inchoate emotions and carries deep and often confused memories. Smell brings emotional force to difference: Some body odors make us relax; others offend us. Yet smell is not easy to categorize. The one smell that opens the door of recognition has no cognates; it is unique. No two people offer that same smell, however closely they are related. Smell is not a good guide to social status. Smell undermines the mirage of category accuracy even as it provides it a close-to-the-body story.

Smell, like smoke, draws our senses inside obscurity. Something is going on but we don’t know what it is. We immerse ourselves in it, engulfed in its unknowns. We steer loose from familiar distinctions and commitments, joining the flow of the frontier.

From afar it is easy to see the destruction, the violence, the consolidation of property rules and ethnic boundaries, and the rise of new political disciplines. Observers wonder how people could have been induced to join this madness. I have argued here for the importance of an assault on the senses: the frontiers of capitalism, spun out of control.

Still Alive, But Captured by the Enemy

Looking up from the confusion, one can only grunt, struggling to remember the precision of mathematical symbols, the numbers of the dead.

One: Natural resources are not God given but must be wrested from previous economies and ecologies in violent extractions.

Two: Such violence leaves none of us unscathed.

Three: This assault is no neighborhood storm. It gathers force from afar, entangling multiple local-to-global scales. For more on this, dear reader, please read on.

 

“They communicate only in sign language”

[Friction in the commodity chain]

Everyone knows a commodity: It is the material good of capitalist production and the object of consumers’ desire. Commodities seem so familiar that we imagine them ready made for us throughout every stage of production and distribution, as they pass from hand to hand until they arrive at the consumer. Yet the closer we look at the commodity chain, the more every step—even transportation—can be seen as an arena of cultural production. Global capitalism is made in the friction in these chains as divergent cultural economies are linked, often awkwardly. Yet the commodity must emerge as if untouched by this friction.

A lump of coal travels from a mine in Kalimantan to a power plant in India. Before it achieves an existence as a lump of coal, it is part of the landscape under a village field. Somehow it must be coaxed or coerced out of this landscape. Once mined, it still must travel to a warehouse and from there to a port city, where the coal ships can dock. It must be sorted and graded, and managers will have to make sure no one mixes the poor-quality coal with the good. It must meet specifications. If it sits too long in the warehouse, or in the ship at harbor, it will lose all its value to storage and docking costs. At the other end of its journey, it must convince the power plant managers that the contract has been met. All along the journey this lump is “coal.” Yet at each stage it is appraised for different properties; if it will stay in this commodity chain, it must be ready to meet these varied demands. It requires not a vague and transcendent “coalness” but rather a step-by-step negotiation of the possibilities at hand—for digging, sorting, transport, and so on. It is transformed as coal-the-diggable, coal-the-sortable, coal-the-transportable, until it eventually becomes coal-the-burnable. In these shifts the lump of coal rubs up against other participants in the chain: unhappy villagers, conveyor belts, contracts. In its shape, its cost, and its composition, coal is made in the friction of the commodity chain.

The managers who facilitate this process can tell us: To produce a commodity is the work of the translator, the diplomat, and the power-crazed magician.

2000. In Banjarmasin, I happened to meet Mr. Krishnan, a business manager from Singapore, who represents United Power, which trades in coal. Mr. Krishnan, according to his business card, received his MBA in the U.K.; he is the assistant manager for exports at United Power. He speaks English, Tamil (his mother tongue), and a “smattering of Malay,” on which he gets by in Indonesia. We spoke in English; later, I wrote down what he said.

Mr. Krishnan was in Banjarmasin to supervise the loading of a coal ship. Each day the ship sits in the harbor, United Power pays U.S.$10,000 in harbor fees. He was able to reduce the time to five days; otherwise it would have been at least two weeks. In Australia, he said, loading would have taken one and a half days.

United Power buys coal directly from the mine, which means they are responsible for trucking it to the stockpile, located three hours from Banjarmasin. From there, they transport it to the jetty, and then on to the ship. Each of these transport stages is contracted to different groups. The ship itself is on contract. Mr. Krishnan’s job is to make sure transport at each of these stages moves smoothly and efficiently. This is not a simple task: Each stage presents its own cultural, political, and technical complications.

From the mine, the coal is loaded on to trucks and brought to the stockpile. A regulation requires the trucks to take an outer ring road rather than the regular roads. But the ring road is sandy and it damages the trucks, so the drivers take the main roads anyway. Meanwhile, coal trucks have caused the deaths of several children, and people are angry.

From the stockpile, the coal is trucked to the jetty, loaded on a conveyer belt, and dumped on to barges. The barges, pushed by tugboats, take six hours to get out to the ship. There the coal is loaded into the ship’s hatches. If you put coal into standard shipping containers, it burns up, so you must use bulk loading. This job was further complicated by the fact that the buyer, in India, wanted two grades of coal, and these needed to be loaded into separate hatches.

Coal of different grades has separate uses. South Kalimantan produces a good deal of “environmentally friendly” coal, which is clean but of a low grade, less than 5.9. It causes power outages if you use it for power stations because it can’t burn long enough. Indonesia, like India, has a lot of low-grade coal, and one must mix it with a higher grade coal, for example the 7.0 coal from China, to keep power stations running. Indian politicians always want to use Indian coal in the power stations, and as a result they always experience power outages. Low-grade coal is only good for uses such as cement plants.

Different parts of a mine may produce different grades of coal. The suppliers try to mix the lower grade into shipments that are supposed to be higher grade. The differences are not actually visible, so Mr. Krishnan performs random checks at the conveyor belt. He tests the coal on the belt at least every two hours. If the grade is 6.4 or above for a 6.5 order, he lets it go; if it is below 5.9, he stops the belt.

Each coal company has a separate character. Mr. Krishnan thinks A__is the most professional company. (I recall that the newspapers have been full of A__’s refusals to restore mining areas. Professionalism is not the same as environmental or community responsibility.) He says Indians are worse than Indonesians in requiring bribes and kickbacks. At least in Indonesia you can sit down with the company people and talk. Mr. Krishnan comes to Banjarmasin two days before the ship arrives to discuss arrangements, including the schedule. He talks particularly to the mining engineers, who can speak a little English. If he didn’t come, they would work much more slowly. For example, they would all take lunch breaks together instead of taking turns. If something breaks and no one is there, no one fixes it. Everyone waits for authorization before doing anything. Mr. Krishnan is there to make them change their attitudes.

That week, for example, he went out to the ship, where the stevedores were loading very, very slowly. He saw a barge of watermelons going by; he had it called over. He bought the load for U.S.$100 and distributed the melons to the workers. They sped up the work, and he saved two days.

The ships are contracted for the course of the voyage. This ship has an Indian captain and two officers, and the rest of the crew is Indonesian. They have been sailing together now for one year. The captain and his officers do not speak Indonesian, so the crew and the officers have no language in common. They communicate only in sign language. When the captain wants coffee, he puts his hand to his mouth to signal drinking. When he wants a meal cooked, he goes to the kitchen and points to each of the ingredients he wants and mimes how to cook them. They will travel that way to India.

United Power used to buy Australian coal. Now the rupiah is so low that Indonesian coal is irresistible. But if they don’t send a manager to make the process move smoothly, they will lose more money in delays than the coal is worth.

........

What a lot of work to make sure the coal is delivered! After talking to Mr. Krishnan, I imagine myself an ethnographer on that coal ship, watching the crew go about the daily business of the ship without being able to take orders or explain difficulties to the ship’s officers. But each stage of the process is similarly plagued with recalcitrant cultural difference. Mr. Krishnan must negotiate every step of the labor process because there is little agreement about how each task must be done.

In this case, indeed, there is outright conflict. I’ve heard about the coal truck drivers, described by Banjar friends as fiends who don’t care for the lives of children; meanwhile, the drivers accelerate to avoid angry residents. At the mines, things are no better. Since the army stepped back as guarantor of the coal companies, community groups, gangs, and entrepreneurs have been taking over mines by force. After all, the coal companies appropriated the land themselves only through the force of the army. Not that this does the miners much good, since then coal production proceeds without even the meager benefits the company provided. As for the engineers negotiating with Mr. Krishnan about delivery schedules, they are nice to him, I think, because they are hoping he will be a resource to leverage a better position somewhere else, out of what they imagine as a backwater assignment. Each of these little worlds forms part of the production of South Kalimantan coal. Mr. Krishnan’s job is to make this jostling work together—at least well enough to deliver something recognizable as a market load to India, and in enough quantity to make his company a profit.
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