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Abstract (without Author Details)

Telluric Geographies of the Means of Violence. On Alterity, Weapons, and Space at the
Margins

Abstract This article provides a critical reading of the literatures on spaces at the margins of
different polities and state/non-state forms of authority in political geography asking how
infrastructures of violence are governed. In this ambit, weapons and military means have been
poorly defined and conceptualised, while the ways they are actually governed (beyond a mostly
instrumentalist perspective), as well as the effects this govern-mentality activity generates for
the reproduction of (dis)orders at the margins, have not been directly investigated. Drawing
from studies on biopolitical governmentality, and Roberto Esposito’s conceptualization of the
immunitary apparatus in particular, we explore how relations of alterity, as well as attendant
political spaces, are terraformed through violence and infrastructures of governing weapons
and military means. Our approach is attentive to the role of materiality and non-human
elements in shaping socio-spatial relations but it highlights also how there exists a close link
between (1) weapons and armed humans, (2) space, and (3) identity/alterity which is articulated
via the act of governing infrastructures of violence. Building upon empirical insights from
Myanmar’s borderlands and frontiers, the paper shows that weapons and war-making are
governed through infrastructures made of technical objects codifying violence materially,
techniques of managing human-non-human entanglements, and rationalities. Conducting the
conduct of violence contributes to reproduce the political space at the margins and to construct
identity/alterity categories founded on the identification of less-than-human forms of life.
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; 1. INTRODUCTION

; This paper provides a political geographical analysis of spaces at the margins of state and non-

9 state forms of authority, exploring the stratigraphic configurations of the governing of weapons
ig and military means. It foregrounds a conceptual approach that comes to grip with the ways in
12 which forms of governmentality substantiate political space and alterity. By ‘stratigraphic’
ii configurations we mean how processes and practices of governing weapons and armed-humans
15 (or targeting them) incarnate specific socio-spatial relations that articulate alterity
16 stratifications understood as: 1) the limits of ethno-racial divisions; and 2) the limits of being
i; and non-being (Chipato and Chandler, 2022). We open the article with a double stratigraphic
19 excavation to illuminate the nexuses between weapons, space, and alterity.
52 Stratigraphic Excavation Number One
22
23 In May 2019 the MAST museum in Bologna, Italy, inaugurated the European premiere of the
;g Anthropocene exhibition, a collaborative work of lens-based art. Walking through
26 photographic prints and installations showcasing huge extractive machines digging in
2; Westphalia’s coal and lithium mines, deforestation in the Amazon forest, or oil bunkering in
29 the Niger Delta, the Anthropocene exposes the visitor to different aspects of the influence of
30 human/non-human impacts on planetary change. One panel illustrates a key concept behind
gé this endeavour at the edge of art and scientific research, that of “Technosphere”: an offshoot of
33 the biosphere, a stratum of the Earth system constituted by complex physical infrastructural
;g components, technological artefacts, and social structures that support flows of energy,
36 information, and material to enabling or impairing human life (Zalasiewicz et al., 2016). Like
37 other strata of the planet, the Technosphere will leave traces in the form of techno-fossils like
;g books or mobile phones produced in the millions of millions, buildings, infrastructures, or
40 weapons. For amongst these components are also material incarnations of armed violence, such
jé as munitions, ships, submarines, fighter planes, conflict rubble, landmines, or the 1013 million
43 firearms present on the planet as of 2017 (Karp, 2018). Mining planetary geological strata
44 thus, a question concerning weapons may also emerge that delineates our central concern: how
22 do weapons relate to the spatialities they are part and parcel of? And how is space substantiated,
47 inflected, by weapons?
48
49 Strati-graphic Excavation Number Two
50
gé Mining historic-archival, rather than geological, strata to 27 October 1971 one can find an
53 iteration of these question marks in Amilcar Cabral’s speech at the University of London about
gg the role of the ‘insurgent’ in Guinea-Bissau’s anti-colonial struggles:
gs “We are in a flat part of Africa...The manuals of guerrilla warfare generally state that a
58 country has to be of a certain size to be able to create what is called a base and, further,
2 8 that mountains are the best place to develop guerrilla warfare...Obviously we don’t have
61
62
63
64

[e)}
ul
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those conditions in Guinea [...] As for the mountains, we decided that our people had to
take their place][...] So our people are our mountains.” (Cesar, 2018, p.254)

Depicting people as a strategic weapon of militant struggle from the margins of sovereignty,
Cabral though adds another layer. His “our people are our mountains™ shifts the attention away
from weapons per se towards military means - i.e. humans, networks, and agencies operating
with weapons - and casts a light on the dimensions of alterity that are embodied in being a
weapon, an insurgent/partisan force, a mountain, a flatland, or all of these at once. In this sense,
his words may seem to gesture towards what German political theorist Carl Schmitt referred to
as the ‘telluric’ character of the partisan (Schmitt, 2004). The adjective ‘telluric’ portraits
modalities of armed violence characterised by a supposed power of patriotic self-defence that
incarnates a sense of belonging, an attachment to the soil that, like a telluric force flowing from
the earth’s surface, is weaponised against a foreign invader, coloniser or imperialist force.
Nonetheless, the dissonances inherent in the juxtaposition of names such as Cabral’s and
Schmitt’s in the very same sentence point to the high ambivalence contained in the term telluric.
A term that frames a romantic picture of the relationships between humans and weapons — in
an assemblage with the soil itself as a strategic-and-affective military mean — and sets the terms
of a divide of alterity based on regular and irregular ways of deploying weapons that in turn
incarnate regular and irregular performances of violence and of being. While a ‘telluric’
analytics, as Benedikt Korf had it, can make us more attentive to the human-social relationships
moulding spaces of authority and rule at the margins (Korf, 2011), telluric geographies also
remain potentially imbued with a modernist conception of identity and space as fixed, a sort of
spatial-environmental determinism coloured by a sense of attachment to place, soil and blood,
as often politicised by right-wing rhetoric. It is exactly in this ambivalent and ambiguous telluric
field that we sense the possibility to generate conceptual insights to advance a geographic
understanding of the margins by asking the following question: how does the governing of
weapons and military means operate to shape political space?

We critically deploy the term ‘telluric’ to grasp the close link between (1) weapons and military
forces, (2) space, and (3) alterity. We argue that the very socio-spatial logics and techniques of
governing weapons and military means substantiate spaces and alterity categories at the margins
that are central to delineate and reproduce the polity as a demo-spatial entity at the core of
different state/non-state biopolitical forms of rule. We articulate this argument through the
following passages.

First, we conceptualise military means as a collective ensemble made of human and non-human
entities brought together to deploy violence. In this sense we define infrastructures of violence
those material and relational networks allowing for the mobilisation, deployment, and
circulation of people, ideas, and goods/materials related to violence (Raeymaekers, 2023). By
analysing infrastructures of violence as made of (1) technical objects codifying violence
materially, (2) techniques of managing human-non-human encounters, and (3) rationalities, we
posit that the fluid combinations of these elements articulate a biopolitical governmentality of
weapon-human entanglements. Here, biopolitical governmentality is understood as the specific
outcome of modern, political rationality that goes beyond traditional sovereign power and rules
(Foucault (2003): shifting from the sovereign right to death, governmentality consists in a
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complex framework of knowledges, mechanisms, and technologies aimed at taking care of life
without excluding the presence of death.

Second, we stress the nexus between the governmentality of military means and biopolitics as
a mode of rule making of human life its main referent object of government. For biopolitics
population is a demo-spatial concept, a living biological organism with an inherent living space
that must be cared for, preserved, and fostered, at times also harnessing violence and death
(Lemke, 2011). Schmitt (2004) exposes how a specific military-scientific apparatus has been
proliferating since the early 19th century which has progressively understood populations as a
weapon - a weapon at the disposal of, and/or a weapon to be targeted by, militarised violent
infrastructures. The harnessing by military apparatuses of what Schmitt calls the telluric
character of the partisan clearly speaks not only of a geographic/spatial understanding of
population as a living organism within a living space but also of the role of governing weapons
and weaponising human bodies to shape that living organism and space.

Lastly, conceiving this governmentality as the effect of diffused, multi-layered infrastructures,
we understand it as a key arena for different polities to reproduce their political geographies
and attendant spatialized alterity categories on the edge of state authority. The governing of
weapons and military means is deeply imbued with and shapes specific ways of seeing the
world and reproducing authority and the polity in terms of: (1) producing limits of otherness
(of being and non-being); and (2) producing limits of difference (dividing populations in
ethnonational/racial terms) (Chipato and Chandler, 2022).

Our approach contributes to the literature on spaces at the margins in political geography by
highlighting three important aspects. First, it foregrounds a conceptual approach attentive to the
diffused and decentralised character of governing military forces, as opposed to top-down
and/or bottom-up analysis on how violence is controlled. Second, building upon extensive
empirical fieldwork research conducted by one of the authors in Myanmar’s borderlands', the
paper zooms in onto the contributions of weapons and military forces in shaping the limits of
alterity, space and political orders at the margins of state authority via infrastructures of
violence. This fills a gap in border studies literature, where only a few works have focused
specifically on weapons (Simala and Amutabi, 2005; Sagawa, 2018), while also contributing to
broader debates in political geography on how war and violence shape space and social relations
(Graham, 2005; Gregory, 2011; Slesinger, 2022). Third, the paper also introduces a conceptual
approach that avoids analysing and explaining violence as determined by weapons and/or
agency and structures alone. The sensibilities we propose stress the ways in which
(post)colonial and racial rationalities are embedded in the materiality and discursivity of
infrastructures of violence, and how this flows into the social reproduction of identities and
political spaces.

! Our analysis is based upon extensive multi-sited qualitative research conducted by one of the authors in
Myanmar’s borderlands for his PhD and subsequent research projects. Such research drew from semi-structured
and unstructured interviews, group discussions, and ethnography carried out throughout 14 months of research
between 2018 and 2021, engaging with rebel movements, civil society organisations, NGOs and INGOs, actors
involved in humanitarian mine action, local government and non-government administrators, and former
combatants.
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In the remainder, after a critical analysis of the nexuses between weapons, space, and alterity,
we mobilise a series of illustrative empirical snapshots from Myanmar’s borderlands and
frontiers. Here we show how, despite the nominal growing influence of state authorities and a
lack of care for life, specific infrastructures of managing weapons and making death index
spaces at the margins as spatialities constantly exploited and reproduced by different state/non-
state polities in order to shape political identities and spaces, rather than as spaces incorporated,
secured, or somehow administered by vertical sovereignty.

2. TELLURIC GEOGRAPHIES OF THE MEANS OF VIOLENCE: WEAPONS-
SPACE-ALTERITY NEXUSES

Our two stratigraphic excavations point to some of the major problems in the literature on
violence and spaces at the margins: the tendency to set aside a ‘planetary’ approach attentive to
non-human elements (Chipato and Chandler, 2022); and that of disregarding the multiple
universes of alterity relations reproduced in the governing of military means (Chandler and
Pugh, 2022; Chipato and Chandler, 2022).

In the last decades, through the analytical vocabulary of borderlands, frontiers, liminal zones
and margins, a trans-disciplinary body of research in political geography has explored the social
and spatial configurations of power at the edge of state and non-state forms of authority
(Abraham and Van Schendel, 2005; Korf and Raeymaekers, 2013; Cons and Sanyal, 2013;
Rasmussen and Lund, 2018). Aside from a variegated array of substantive themes covered (such
as e.g. territorialisation and land-related issues (Lund, 2016); the governability of resources
(Watts, 2004); state (un)making processes (Su, 2018); or insurgency and counterinsurgency
(Naimark and Woods, 2020), contributions in this ambit have been permeated by a major
concern with violence and war-making.

Violence has been illuminated as a distinctive and even constitutive (Schetter and Koné, 2022)
trait of spaces at the edge of sovereignty from different standpoints. The centrality of violence
has been traced back to the (historical) relationships between sovereign power, states’ ordering
functions, and ‘coercion-intensive’ paths to state-building or political orders (trans)formation
(Abraham and van Schendel, 2005; Madison, 2022). Margins have been conceived as liminal
spaces at the edge of state authority, lacking a clear separation of the ‘inside’ from the ‘outside’
(Korfet al., 2013). Thus, from the perspective of a core-periphery understanding of power and
spatial relations, it is because of the physical distance from the state’s centre that, in such spaces,
state governance is weakened and less consolidated and, therefore, violence is required to
impose a new order, to domesticate the contested powers, to metabolise the frontier space into
the territory of the state (Schetter and Mueller-Koné, 2021). In this sense, violence has been
reconducted also to a ‘peripheralizing’ gaze and praxis framing ‘marginal’ spaces as zones in
which otherwise intolerable and forbidden violent conducts become tolerable and exceptionally
allowed (Hagmann and Korf, 2012). On the other hand, by understanding the frontier as a
consequence of state presence/absence, violence has been explained also through the encounter
of a panoply of regulatory regimes and practices, stressing the multidimensional and
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performative nature of sovereignty (Madison, 2022). Yet, despite recognizing a hybrid
governance shaping the margins, most accounts eventually recall an Hobbesian
conceptualisation of sovereignty as something conveyed through the exercise of violence and
the protection of the citizens. But the crisis of this very prime state function is what pushed
Schmitt to investigate the characters of telluric/partisan war as a military means part of a process
challenging existing social and institutional structures and underlining the rupture with
traditional war-making practices (Clayton, 2011). Therefore, if one understands spaces at the
margins as a ‘zone of indistinction” dominated by violence (Korf et al., 2013), for example with
regard to the so-called territory of extraction (Schetter and Mueller-Koné, 2021), or to the
migrant ghettos for labour exploitation (Raeymaekers 2023), we argue that these can no longer
be conceived as spaces in need to be domesticated/territorialized but as something that falls
simultaneously inside and outside from state scales. And this raises the question of if (and how)
violence at the margins is still worked out in an effort to re-establish, contest, and reshape the
neutral grid of the territorial state.

Overall, the literature has framed the margins as spaces characterised by a lack of monopoly
over the governing of violence. The complex relations between violence and these spaces have
been primarily approached through instrumentalist lenses (Duffield, 2002; Korf and
Raeymaekers, 2013), with violence mostly understood as a structural instrument deployed by
various social actors, with different regimes of norms and rules, in order to institutionalise
networked systems of governance. In this sense, the focus has been on actors, human actions
and agency, organisational structures, discourses, and negotiations. Nonetheless, weapons and
military means have been rather poorly conceptualised and scholars have stopped short of: (1)
paying attention to the actual contributions of materiality and infrastructures of war; and (2)
analysing how the individual/collective identity and political spaces of different polities are
stratified through infrastructures of violence and the governing of them. The literature on
violence and frontiers in particular, albeit eschewing a state centric approach that would see
state-related actors as the main actants, has nonetheless indulged on the heuristic value of the
concept of frontier and the cartographic-modernist logic inherent in it, trying to categorise
forms of frontier and forms of violence more than researching the actual governing of weapons
and war-making with its implications (Korf, Hagmann and Doevenspeck, 2013; Schetter and
Koné¢, 2022).

In order to address these two specific issues, we propose a biopolitical reading of the ways in
which rationalities and techniques of power govern the weapon-human interface and military
means of war-making. In particular, we look at how the governmentality of weapons and war-
machines articulates forms of political identity and space at the margins. In the last decades
several contributions in the ambit of a rich transdisciplinary literature analysing biopolitics have
proposed conceptual frameworks that place front and centre how violence and death are
harnessed to govern life (Chatterjee, 2004; Agamben, 2005; Mbembe, 2019). Far from being
the first in arguing for the role of violence in the articulation of biopolitical regimes, the frame
we offer tackles the governmentality of a specific subset of broader apparatuses of the so-called
‘means of violence’ in relation to the reproduction of the margins.
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Here we take the reading of biopolitics provided by Roberto Esposito as an entry point for three
main reasons. First, we argue that his reading of biopolitics, while stressing the co-constitutive
relation between violence and political community, foregrounds the link between a certain
governmentality of violence and the delineation of the bio-political form(s) of life designated
as the object of government for biopolitical power. Second, his reading of the so-called
immunitary apparatus as a governmental mechanism highlights the inherently geographical
dimensions of governmental apparatuses that manage violence. Third, we argue that his work
on biopolitics allows to zoom-in onto the governmentality of weapon-human relations as part
of the immunitary apparatus and its broader implications in terms of bio-political stratifications
of identity and space. These three aspects highlight the nexuses between weapons and military
means, space, and alterity in geo-political terms and thus can integrate the work of other authors
- Achille Mbembe in primis (2019) - that have analysed how death and violence structure life,
the subject, the political, and ultimately sovereign and biopolitical power.

Looking at how the governing of weapons and military means substantiate political space and
alterity at the margins, in what follows we speak also to debates on governable spaces in
political geography (Rose 1999; Watts 2004; Korf et al. 2010). In the early 2000s, Michael
Watts deployed Nikolas Rose’s definition of governable spaces - as the “modalities in which a
real and material governable world is composed, terraformed and populated” (Rose, 1999, 32)
- to analyse the governmentality of oil in the Niger Delta (Watts, 2004). Korf et al. later
remarked how Watts” empirical use of the concept actually ended up substituting ‘spaces’ with
‘orders’: in his illuminating study of how different forms of power shaped political communities
by variously governing oil, the analysis of the concrete spatial configurations that are
reproduced was left aside (Korf et al. 2010, 389). In turn, investigating the ‘geography of
warscape’ and how agency emerges in and navigates it, they suggested to distinguish between
governable spaces and governable orders, where the latter refers to “the distinct logics of
governing and ordering rather than to their territorialisation in a specific spacetime” (Korf et al
2010, 398, endnote 37). For our purposes, such distinction is particularly relevant as we
essentially move to analyse how different governable orders concerning weapons and military
means shape not only a polity with its bio-political and geographical body but also the actual
governable spaces of the margins.

2.1. Governmentality of Violence and Bio-politics

The relevance of the governmentality of weapon-human relations vis a’ vis biopolitics becomes
apparent when thinking about the latter as a form of power that takes life and the care of life as
the primary object of government without excluding death (Lemke, 2011; Mbembe 2019). As
theorised by Foucault, while sovereign power could also dispose of the right to death, the
biopolitical order exploits death in function of life’s care and reproduction: “Entire populations
are mobilised for the purpose of wholesale slaughter in the name of life necessity: massacre
has become vital” (Foucault, 1980, p. 136).

The entrance of life in politics and has a double significance. While biopolitics entails that all
political practices are focused on the control of life, it is life itself that penetrates and changes
power and political mechanisms. As underlined by Esposito, this double significance
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determines a divergence in the interpretation of biopolitics: “How are we to comprehend a
political government of life? In what sense does life govern politics or in what sense does
politics govern life? Does it concern a governing of or over life?” (Esposito, 2008, p. 15).
Following this line of thought, biopolitics is characterised by a semantic rupture due to the
divergence of the two terms that could be recomposed “only at the price of a certain violence
that subjects one to the domination of the other” (Esposito, 2008, p. 25). To fill the hiatus
between a politics of life and a politics over life left unsolved by Foucault, Esposito poses the
paradigm of immunisation at the intersection between bio and politics as the governmental
apparatus that operationalises violence towards “the care of all living” (Ojakangas, 2005, p.6).

Central to Esposito’s analysis of the paradigm of immunisation is the co-constitutive relation
between violence and political communities. In order to fully grasp how this relation articulates
the political community via the immunitary paradigm, he draws a distinction between two
forms of community: the impolitical and the political (Esposito 2011). While both present a
close linkage with violence — due to the human condition of being at the same time a potential
victim and potential perpetrator of violence (2011) — their relation with it is radically different.
The impolitical community is founded upon humans’ renunciation of their own potential as a
perpetrator of violence, which is the “‘munus’ underpinning the impolitical community: the gift
of part of the self that triggers a non-transactional mutual obligation to reciprocate (Esposito
2010). The political community instead is founded upon the break of this mutual self-
renunciation via the construction of a moment located ‘outside’ of history, in which the absence
of clear-cut distinctions and separations between potential perpetrators and potential victims of
violence is presented as a ‘poison’ to the life of the community (Esposito 2010).

Against the threat of a space-time of undifferentiated potentials of violence, Esposito argues
that modernist sovereign and later biopolitical forms of power articulate the immunitary
apparatus as a paradigm and infrastructure of socio-political and juridical devices that operates
to neutralise the ‘munus’ of violence. In other words, it operates to immunise the political
community from the alleged potential threat posed by the unreliability of the self-induced
sacrifice of the human potential for violence. And it does so by articulating a common way of
managing violence (by deploying violence) that revolves around protective boundaries:
boundaries in-between members of the political community, and boundaries between the latter
and its constitutive outside.

2.2. Spatial Dimensions of Governmental Apparatuses of Violence

The functioning of the immunitary mechanism relies on the re-production of boundaries,
borders, and frontiers as spatial/geographic distinctions. While very ancient in their function to
separate and protect what lays ‘within’ and exclude what lays ‘without’, they come to assume
two specific shapes within modern forms of government. One is that of individual property —
not just as a juridical-economic mechanism but also as the ‘positive’ features that delineate the
individual. The other is that of territory as a technology to produce the sovereign space of the
state, with its borders and frontiers.
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While forms of property operate to construct the individual and collective subjectivities and
stratifications that order the ‘inside’ of the polity, forms of borders and frontiers delineate the
political community from the outside. The immunitary apparatus shapes the political
community through different ‘positive’ qualities that, being shared in common, define the
forms of human subjectivity of the community:

“the ‘common’ is defined exactly through its most obvious antonym: what is common is
that which unites the ethnic, territorial, and spiritual property of every one of its members.
They have in common what is most properly their own; they are the owners of what is
common to them all.” (Esposito 2010, 3).

Having remarked the precedence of the immunitary paradigm as mode of governing violence
vis a’ vis the birth of biopolitics, Esposito identifies in the latter a critical conjuncture for the
evolution of the former. In fact, as life and its promotion become the primary object of politics,
the immunitary mechanism exposes itself to a potential destructive drift. Foucault’s critical
analysis had already understood war not as a failure of politics but as the very origin of politics
itself by shedding light on a different type of conflict, one that, instead of opposing sovereignty
and law, occurs between different ethnic groups in order to rule a specific territory with its
resources (Foucault, 2003; see also Esposito, 2008). But when ethnonationalist and racist forms
of biopolitical power identify one particular form of life as the form of Life to be protected and
fostered, the immunitary mechanism shifts away from being a dispositif that protects Life
through violence towards being one that functions to destroy life in order to draw and protect
Life. It is via a certain shared mechanism to do and regulate violence that the life and space of
the polity are shaped.

2.3. Governmentality of Weapon-Human Relations and Bio-geo-political Stratifications

A critical reading of the work of Carl Schmitt (2004), illuminates how the governmentality of
weapons links up with biopolitical power and the potential biopolitical drift of the immunitary
apparatus in an inherently geographic manner. The German theorist built his work in part upon
Friedrich Ratzel’s theories that allowed for a conception of political communities (chiefly the
nation-state, but not only) as entities with their own biological body and their own attendant
vital space. Such theorisation was based upon a deterministic conception of the interaction
between terrestrial surface’s geomorphological stability and the mutation of organic life that
maintains, shrinks, or expands its ‘vital space’ in relation to, and shaped by, geological
processes (Klinke 2019). A conceptual stance that, on the one hand, biologizes a socio-political
phenomenon (the community) by understanding it as an organic body; and that, on the other
hand, relies on the politicisation of different elements of biological and geological phenomena
that are naturalised and presented as objective.

The ‘telluric’ dimension of the partisan as a weapon for the war machine, and thus also as a
legitimate target of the war machine, expresses such a double move of bio-geo-political
thought. A socio-political phenomenon — e.g. partisanship and resistance in the figure of the
individual and collective bodies of those who oppose rule — is biologized in terms of a form of
life with certain links to a portion of the soil: “the partisan still [74] signifies a patch of true
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home soil; he is one of the last sentries of earth, as a not yet completely destroyed world-
historical element” (Schmitt 2004, 50). While, at the same time, a certain feature of biological
life — for example the nexus between organic life and geological processes/space — is politicised
and presented as objective. In this sense, ‘telluric’ refers to the idea that morphological and
organicist dynamics define the space in which life spreads, but also that such bio-geographical
life can navigate and master the space similarly to other biological forms of life whose spread
is related to geo-morphological processes. The partisan is a telluric weapon (to be harnessed
and/or targeted) because it is understood as connected to the stratifications of the terrestrial
surface that are the stable boundaries throughout which life articulates its space. From a critical
vantage point, our use of ‘telluric’ foregrounds the biopolitical dimensions and ethno-racial
drifts of a governmental apparatus (an immunitary mechanism) that manages violence by
managing the relations between three elements: human beings with their individual and
collective bodies; weapons; and alterity-identity (both biological identity; and geographic-
identity).

Weapons provide a specific instance of the workings of the immunitary apparatus. They are
technical objects that contribute to relieve the individual from the duty to sacrifice its potential
as a perpetrator of violence by detaching them from, and regulating, such potential. In this
sense weapons can be seen as part of a technology that codifies and standardises an ontology
and mode of doing violence and making death as appropriate and legitimate (Shah 2017). In
fact, they are part of a politico-normative and material infrastructure that exploits violence to
immunise from violence. In the ambit of war-making and military means, such infrastructure
establishes modalities and conventions around violence and killing that bind members of a
political community together and identify pariahs vis a’ vis the community (both ‘inside’ and
‘outside’ it). When embedded into ethno-racial forms of biopolitical power, such weapon and
war-machine governmentality contributes to reproduce stratifications of human life and the
margins of the political community. An acceptable mode of killing reproduces its targets as
enemy human ‘other’ with a connection to the space that is to be territorialised into the polity
in order to preserve its forms of life. While unacceptable modes of killing and doing violence
produce those targeted as less-than-human life without a connection to the space to be
territorialised — less-than-human forms of life that have thus to be moved, excluded, erased to
promote the life of the polity. Such a destructive drift of the immunitary mechanism is based
upon the double logic sketched out above that animates biopolitics as a form of power: the
simultaneous biologization of socio-political phenomena and politicization of certain
biological/geological features of life in its different shapes. This double logic and praxis
structures the governmentality of weapon-human relations towards the production of
stratifications of identity and space.

Schmitt’s analysis of partisan warfare highlights the ways in which politico-military
governmental apparatuses produce ethnonationalist understandings of identity and space by
weaponizing individual and collective bodies of civilian populations (into, for example, militia
formations as much as partisan/rebel-like formations (Hoffman, 2011). On the other hand
though, such weaponization underlines also how individual and collective bodies can be
produced as targets due to their alleged bio-geo-political features. Bringing Schmitt’s
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conception to an extreme, a common mode of doing violence — deploying the partisan as a
weapon, or targeting the partisan as a weapon — shapes the ‘other’ and carries with it the
delineation of human and less-than-human forms of life. A remark that Mbembe too has
foregrounded touching upon the spatial dimension of the technologies of necropower (2019),
albeit without highlighting the inherently geo-graphic valence of such a governmentality of
military means and war geared towards the care of life. This geo-graphic valence, as we saw
above, is the geographic expression of that politicisation of nature and naturalisation of politics
that constitutes a fil rouge in biopolitical thought and praxis.

2.4. Nuances of Biopolitics in Myanmar

In this sense, Myanmar represents an illustrative example due to the very peculiar form that
biopolitical governmentality has assumed here and the specific role played by violence in the
borderlands throughout what are the longest ongoing armed conflicts on earth. In dialogue with
a conspicuous transdisciplinary debate on biopolitics in Myanmar (Cheesman, 2017; Yuzana
Khine Zaw, 2022), Elliott Prasse-Freeman has qualified specific modalities of power operating
in Myanmar as ‘blunt’ biopolitics (2023). Blunt biopolitics is a form of biopolitical power
characterised by three main features. First, it is a mode of governing populations characterised
by a lack of interest for the promotion and fostering of life at aggregate scales, although the
identification of the polity’s ethnic communities is key to uphold the forms of life that power
claims to immunise and protect. Second, blunt biopolitics relies on ‘blunt’ categories,
rationalities, and techniques that do not allow to clearly define categories of life but rather rest
on confused classificatory schemes. In this sense, the main rationality and set of
governmentality techniques that produce the ‘othered’ constitutive outside against which the
polity’s communities are defined revolve around the materialdiscursive cut of taingyintha: a
term that can be translated as ‘sons of the soil’, or literally ‘country friendly people’, and that
designates a loose taxonomy of ‘national races’ (with the Bamar majority on top) belonging to
the Myanmar polity (Cheesman 2017; Prasse-Freeman 2023). And third, it is a modality of
power that functions through violence to obviate to its ‘bluntness’ and to massify and divide
the populations (and spaces) that it takes as its referent object of government.

Particularly relevant for informing these govern-mentality apparatuses and infrastructures is a
set of materialdiscursive practices that revolves around the figure of enmity inflected by
ethnonationalist and racist logics. This figure has been taking on different semblances that have
been haunting political thought, imagination, and praxis in the articulation of the nexuses
between community and immunity. In Myanmar, the figure of the enemy as an ontologically
constitutive element of immunity and community has been identified with colonial and
imperialist entourages as well as economic elites of Indian and Chinese background; with
capitalist bourgeois and foreign invaders (e.g. the Kuomintang army); with the elites of
different ethnically profiled national races deemed to exploit their own people for private
interests and to hamper a return to the original harmony and integrity of ethnic populations in
Myanmar since the disruptions triggered by the advent of colonialism; or with religious
communities menacing Buddhism. For instance, the Muslim (above all, but not only,
Rohingya) and Chinese populations in Myanmar are produced as a threat to indigeneity and
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community (e.g. Wahab, 2022), an ‘other’ outside the political community whose very
existence threatens to trespass and alter its boundaries and that carries with it a further threat:
1.e. the emergence of undifferentiated masses mobilising from within the political community
against the Muslim and Chinese ‘threat’. It is through the governing of violence to cope with
this kind of threats at the margins of community that the indigeneity of the polity’s ethnicities
is produced:

“In lieu of successful biopolitical regulation, the Burmese state dispensed a mass violence
in which, to use Mbembe’s words, ‘entire populations are the target’ (2019:82). The
indiscriminate killing enacted by such mass violence massifies: destruction of various
individual tokens targeted created a common type (Rohingya) (...). [A]s violence against
Rohingya continually makes them an outside against which Burma’s other Others (the
taingyintha) become more strongly incorporated into the nation, it also remakes them.”
(Prasse-Freeman, 2023, p. 12).

These materialdiscursive cuts haunting ethnonational politics in Myanmar have not been a
prerogative of the military-state only but have instead been inflected in different manners by
different polities. In the aftermaths of the 2005 disarmament in Ta’ang areas of northern Shan
State, for example, the Ta’ang Ethnic Armed Organisation (EAQO) progressively identified its
communities and populations via the genocidal/existential threat posed by the proliferation of
narcotics as a result of the activities of Chinese elites. Rebel blunt biopolitical rule too “reaches
out and cleaves” the polity apart by reproducing and managing infrastructures of violence
(Prasse-Freeman, 2023, p. 10). In the next section, following techniques and infrastructures,
rather than specific actors, we explore how weapons and military means are governed at the
margins.

3. THE BORDERLANDS THAT CROSSED ‘US’: INFRASTRUCTURES OF
GOVERNING THE MEANS OF VIOLENCE IN MYANMAR’S MARGINS

Lway P.*’s hands flow together with her words while she speaks about life as a Ta’ang political
activist in her hiding place north of Chiang Mai, not so far from the Thai-Myanmar border.
Complaining about the international funding streams that reached certain EAOs but not others
after the peace processes initiated in Myanmar since 2011, she moves them downwards
drawing a ladder of stratified identities within which her Ta’ang one ranks low: “that is one
instance in which you see ‘us’ (Ta’ang) being a minority of the minority (...), cause in Myanmar
we are certainly not the Bamar, but we are not the Shan, or the Kachin, or the Karen either...” .
Born in 1974, she lost her entire family as a child, due to a Myanmar sit-faf® counter-insurgency
operation: living in a ‘black’ area, shooting on-sight anybody who had not vacated the village
was the rule of engagement, while human-bodies could be used in porterage and minesweeping.
After fleeing home in northern Shan State, she would be provided with an identity card

2 Interview, Chiang Mai, 12.4.22.

3 The Myanmar Armed Forces, who refer to themselves as “Tatmadaw” but are often referred to by ordinary
people as sit-tat (i.e. armed group/military force).
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recognising her as a Myanmar citizen only in 1991, following the ceasefire between the Ta’ang
EAO and the military-state: “up to that point the identity card was denied to us (Ta’ang). It did
not mean that then we would have had ‘us’ on the identity card, because the names and data
inserted there were Bamar, but at least the ceasefire allowed for ID cards to be distributed. This
is what I mean when I say we have been living under structural violence™. A violence she later
confronted through political activism for democratic reform in different borderland areas
before joining the Ta’ang ethnonational rebel group, where she became the coordinator of drug
‘rehabilitation” programs that the movement had initiated since 2009 to cope with the rampant
drugs abuse affecting Ta’ang communities, caught as they were in the midst of agrarian
dispossession and narcotics brokerage by military-affiliated militias operating in the drug trade.

Lway P’s story echoes the more general conditions of borderland populations that throughout
the past 70 years have been managed through a certain amount of death and violence as a key
mechanism to massify and divide them in the context of capitalist structures that are indifferent
to population death or function more efficiently with it (Prasse-Freeman, 2021; Hoffmann,
2011; Loong, 2019; Mostafanezad et al., 2022; Faxon and Sarma, 2022). The following
subsections turn to an empirical analysis of such violence, looking at how infrastructures of
governing violence incarnate and territorialise the ladders of alterity Lway P refers to. We take
as an entry point the sets of techniques of the sit-tat exemplified by key passages in Lway P’s
life histories: ‘living in a black area’; ‘shooting on sight’, connected to porterage and
minesweeping; and ‘militia-infrastructures’. The last sub-section though shows how these are
part of more diffused governmentality infrastructures that run through a variety of state/non-
state polities at different scales.

3.1. Stratigraphy 1 - ‘Living in a Black Area’: Bluntly Cutting Polities in Four-cuts

“Living in a ‘black’ area” they do not vacate, Lway P’s family is killed. How comes?

Since the 1950s the sit-tat has attempted to order the borderlands into a chromatic scale of
white-brown-and-black areas. This chromatic-spatial zoning is linked to a double move of
frontierisation-cum-territorialisation proper of Burmanisation processes. Bamar-dominated
state institutions have promoted socio-cultural and political settlement practices that aim to
shape “the edges of Burman territory whose borders move in time and space” (Boutry 2016, p.
105). As citizenship in the country is dependent upon the relationship between national races
and territory (Boutry, 2016), settlement practices shape such relationship and delineate the
military-state Bamar polity as one that accommodates for ethnonational taingyintha
communities within it. In this sense, settlement practices aim to embody ‘Burman-ness’ as a
social capital of both racial privilege and class privilege (Campbell and Prasse-Freeman, 2021).

Key among these practices is the construction of military infrastructures that zone spaces in
relation to the Burmanisation process’ stages. Areas where military bases and camps have been
constructed (and a socio-cultural Burmanisation process has taken hold) are mapped as white.
Areas where ethnic minority polities overlap with the Burmanisation process are mapped as

4 Interview, Chaing Mai, 12.4.22.
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brown. And areas where no territorialisation process has been initiated, and ethnic minority
polities are preponderant, are mapped as black.

Through bases and camps though, what really materialises these zones is the ‘labour’ put in
motion via the so-called four-cuts strategy (pya-ley-pya). A counter-insurgency strategy that,
by governing military-civilian infrastructures, manages the relations between rebel armies and
‘civilian communities’ cutting the former’s sources of intelligence, food, funds,
firearms/recruits. Through it, large portions of land (often under customary land tenure
arrangements) are simply grabbed to construct an infrastructure of military facilities, land
assigned to personnel’s families, and nearby newly formed hamlets. Four-cuts-related evictions
transform the individual/communal body of the evicted into surplus populations in relation to
the agrarian system (Prasse-Freeman, 2021), while ammassing them as potential labour in the
construction of the infrastructure itself (‘re-settled’ on their own (now-dispossessed) land or
displaced in hamlets inhabited by migrants from other areas of Myanmar).

As those that remain in black areas are mostly peasants, governing violence here is inextricable
from ethnonational relations intertwined with class ones. The four-cuts territorialises a
separation between an insurgent rebel body-polity and the (Bamar-)polity’s communities of
taingyintha ‘ethnic populations’. It constructs ethnic minority communities as ‘civilian’
communities not part of a certain ethnic rebel polity operating in the area but part instead of the
military-state Bamar polity with its national races. While ‘ethnic minority’ peasants produced
as populations not part of the ‘rebel’ polity are separated from ‘Bamar’ peasants and soldiers,
the politico-economic leaderships/elites of ethnic minorities are separated from both military-
state elites and ‘ethnic minority’ peasants.

In doing so, the four-cuts bluntly shapes ethnonational communities with their vital space.
Governing the military infrastructure of the four-cuts delineates the political community from
the outside. It ‘immunises’ the life of the populations of the political community from rebel
violence by violently drawing boundaries and frontiers. By targeting the supposed telluric
character of the rebel, it produces ‘white’ areas as borderland areas of the military-state polity
where national races can live while it shapes ‘brown’ and ‘black’ areas as borderland areas
partially outside the polity.

3.2. Stratigraphy 2 — ‘Shooting Onsight’. Porterage and Minesweeping: Automatic fire. Body-
machines and Human/Non-Human

As what remains of/in black areas is killed by ‘shooting onsight’, how does making death
operate to configure what is deemed in ‘excess’ in terms of population and vital space? (An
‘excess’ that is at the same time outside and inside the polity’s edges.) Key to shape the edges
of white-brown-and-black areas in both spatial and temporal manners is the control and
deployment of (semi)automatic fire.

While brown areas are characterised by shoot-on-sight rules of engagement in regimes of
curfew hours that differentiate night and day, black areas are constituted as free-fire/scorched-
earth spaces where anything can be fired at at any time. On a large scale such arrangement is
made possible through (semi)automatic fire and the technique/logic of enemy/target
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massification embedded in (semi)automatic rifles (Shah, 2017). (Semi)automatic firing requires
(and allows for) smaller calibre, lighter ammunition rounds that can be carried in relatively
large number and fired repeatedly in more rounds and faster, often to the detriment of precision
although allowing to enlarge the space (potentially) covered by fire. A cleaner way to injure
and kill (i.e. (semi)automatic rifles and smaller calibre bullets), as Shah has it (2017), embodies
the massification of target individuals and spaces. This massification emerges from the
memories of WL, a Mon researcher in his 40s, when he talks about his childhood at the
boundary between a brown and a black area:

“We were not allowed to stay out at night after sunset, so one could not make use of lights
in the dark otherwise the Tatmadaw would detect your presence and fine you or making
problems. Due to fighting in the night you had to walk in the darkness and sometimes you
did not even know who was who so much it was dark.”

This technique embodies and territorialises an assumed link between the subjects and space-
territories targeted, on the one hand, and a rebel polity, on the other. It profiles those who have
not vacated the area as populations of a certain ethnonational polity not part of the military-
state polity due to a specific space-time arrangement.

This identification of communities and zones as elements of the ‘rebel” polity delineates also a
human/non-human divide of alterity. The deployment of (semi)automatic weapons marks a
differentiation between modes of killing at war constructed as humane (which aim to mobilise
the least amount of force needed to take the military enemy out of combat (by killing it if
necessary) (Shah, 2017) and inhumane forms that do not discriminate between civilians and
military forces. The systematic deployment of indiscriminate scorched-earth (semi)automatic
firing in brown/black areas draws a line around who/what can be killed inhumanely, and thus
delineates the rebel polity not only as an outside enemy space but also as non-/less-than-human
space and forms of life that can be disposed of. These techniques circulate also among rebel
polities. For example, witnesses of the arson of more than a 110 Ta’ang families” houses by a
Shan rebel group during hostilities with the Ta’ang one in 2021 in Namtu township, Shan State,
recall how troops drove people out and warned remaining villagers to “choose whether to save
your homes or your life” before random-shooting at buildings and burning everything down, as
if remaining communities resisting re-territorialisation by the Shan armed force could be
destroyed, killed, as non-human elements of the adversary-rebel polity’s space to be re-
territorialised.

By contrast, for people living in white areas (semi)automatic fire indiscriminate deployment
represents an exceptional and abnormal circumstance. For example, Sayama Lwin* - a Burmese
language teacher living in Yangon who identifies as Bamar - recalls how, before the 2021 coup,
many people performed Buddhist pilgrimages to the Kyaiktiyo pagoda, at the Bago region-Mon
state border. An area considered ‘white’ due to long-standing military-regime presence in the
‘normal’ pre-coup status. But many now avoid travelling there by bus, she says, because of

5 Interview, Mudon, 18.5.19.
® See Shwe Phee Myay News’ reportage at https:/www.facebook.com/watch/?v=494641431659732
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shootings unpredictability.” In case of a rebel attack the sit-tat might open indiscriminate fire
and one might be caught within it getting off the bus or waiting to identify relatives picking you
up at the bus station. Systematic retaliations by the military against resistance attacks are
unpredictable in what before the coup was an area ‘under’ the sit-tat.

Beyond (semi)automatic fire, two further techniques of governing weapons and war-making
operationalise death as a mechanism for “life’s contrastive reproduction”: human
minesweeping and porterage. The former consists in forcing locals with good knowledge of
terrain to walk in front of military columns to guide them through minefields or trigger the
devices. Porterage instead consists in a mechanisation of human bodies as vehicles for load-
transportation through a terrain where military vehicles usually do not venture. Often
overlapping, the two shape human bodies into machines that, through knowledge of terrain and
(supposed) familiarity with rebel military movements/techniques, can detect and defuse
explosive devices. These techniques are part of the broader camps/bases-hamlets infrastructure
that necessitates the work of porters and human minesweepers to be built and managed.

Harnessing and targeting the telluric qualities of the rebel-civilian, these techniques manage the
relations between explosive devices and life (of the column and of the locals), and in doing so
make dwellers into less-than-human bodies. Such governmentality of weapons and military
means contributes to reproduce ontological categories of alterity by drawing human/non-human
forms of life (e.g. the body as vehicle; the body as minesweeper; the body as non-human
element of a rebel polity to be re-territorialised) through death. Borrowing an analogy from
critical Black studies (Chandler and Pugh 2022), one may think of these infrastructures of
porters, human minesweepers, (semi)automatic fire, camps, posts, and bases as functioning
with a similar role to the plantation society. The violence that is codified in these techniques
and infrastructures of governing weapons and war-making cannot be disentangled from the
racist ontology informing the world of the military-state polity. In other words the violent
forging of the worlds of the borderlands (the border-worlds) occurs through those techniques
that up-hold a certain violence inextricable from the epistemic system of the taingyintha regime
of truth and national races. As Chandler and Pugh put it: “the idea is that it is not possible to
separate out racist modern ontology from the violence of worldmaking (2021, p.3)”. In this
sense the margins appear as the fulcrum of the (un)making of Myanmar’s polities: ‘un-making’
inasmuch as, in the borderlands and its frontier spaces, the unity of Myanmar, according to the
Bamar ultranationalist/ultra-Buddhist governable order and vision of a Myanmar polity, is put
into question; and ‘making’ inasmuch as the borderlands are the governable spaces where a
unitary polity is allegedly made.

3.3. Stratigraphy 3 - Militia-infrastructures: Governing the Human-weapon Machine

The territorialisation and frontierisation of the margins has been performed also via the
circulation of weaponry to constitute and govern militias and attendant communities. Militias
can be looked at in terms of the governmental labour and activities that articulate the
relationship between people, space and weapon-machinery to govern weapons and military

7 Private conversation, Signal, 3.11.2022.



O Joy U WM

DO UGG OTOTOTE D DB BB D DD DNWWWWWWWWWWNNNRNNNNNNN R, R RRRFRR PR,
R WNRFROWOVWO-JONTRWNROW®®JIAOAURWNROWGWOW-JANOREWNRFROWOW®OW-JANTREWNRLOW®O-TI0 N WNR O W

means inside the polity as well as in relation to its constitutive outside. While there is no space
here to provide a full analysis of militias in Myanmar (Maung Aung Myoe, 2009; Buchanan,
2016; Meehan and Seng Lawn Dan, 2022), for illustrative purposes we take into consideration
the formation of larger militias non-integrated in the sit-tat first and that of village-community
militias later (for a typology, Buchanan, 2016).

Since the early 1960s (with the establishment of pyi-thu-sit (people’s war), tha-ka-sa-pha (anti-
insurgent groups), and ka-kwe-ye (home guards) schemes), larger militias in frontier spaces
between different rebel polities and the military-state have been allowed to independently
acquire weapons through cross border trafficking, especially through China and Thailand. In
the process, non-integrated militias have become part of brokerage systems essentially
managing flows of weapons in the borderlands for state as well as rebel polities. The
introduction of weapon machines to be managed has been tied to a broader socialisation of
violence and the militarisation of specific local communities related by kinship/familial bonds,
relationships of trust, respect, and friendship, descent and generational elements (Meehan and
Seng Lawn Dan, 2022). This has occurred through mobilising logics of localism (at times
inflected in ethnonational terms) and the threat of being oppressed by other communities. In
this context, the Chinese socio-cultural background of some militia leaders — that, to be true,
has been a key social capital for allowing them to play as brokers across socio-cultural and
language barriers connecting Chinese investment and Burmese politico-economic figures — has
been strongly politicised by rebel movements. One of the most infamous is the Pansay militia
operating in Namkham and Muse, northern Shan State, led by Pansay Kyaw Myint, an
economically and politically influential figure from a Chinese-speaking ethnic minority group.
A long-standing counter-insurgency militia, the Pansay militia has been involved in a range of
military activities to territorialise borderlands (Meehan, and Seng Lawn Dan 2022).
Notwithstanding its collusion with the military regime, the militia has been simultaneously
drawing from familial, patronage, and socio-cultural ties justifying its existence in terms of
local communities empowerment and protection from rebels as well as military encroachment.
The Pansay militia in the last decades has become one of the most established actors in the
narcotics trade, a role that has consolidated its weapons smuggling channels and has made it
the target of rebel movements campaigns. Rebel polities have interpreted the spread of
narcotics, and the key role played by militias and their leaders, as a genocidal strategy played
by the military-state to Burmanise the borderlands while eroding ethnic minorities. For
example, since its creation in 2009 the Palaung State Liberation Front/Ta’ang National
Liberation Army (PSLF/TNLA) has been waging an anti-narcotics war against the Pansay
militia who is deemed to be one of the primary actors responsible for drug addiction among
Ta’ang populations and for colonising parts of Ta’ang land.

Beyond being a tool to enable the agency/interests of brokers and embedding state authority
‘over there’ to make things work, governing militia-infrastructures of violence works out
identities and political spaces. The logic of ethnonationalism has been played out to manage the
weaponry introduced in the borderlands of the military-state polity. On the one hand, it is played
out by militias themselves to organise their political communities and to relate to the Bamar
military-state polity as ethnonational minorities that nonetheless can navigate class status
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dealing with military-state elites. On the other hand, militias become the constitutive outside of
ethnonational rebel polities, i.e. communities that do not belong.

Formed at the initiative of the army or local communities, village-militias remain under the
supervision and command-control of military operation commands that often territorialises
them by placing one village head in command of a number of adjacent settlements participating
to the militia scheme. The village units of a militia then are provided and trained with a number
of weapons that are assigned to single members. Militiamen (less often they are women) have
to comply with a number of requirements, such as storing weapons in their households, commit
to duty shifts that remove them from their livelihood activities, or perform shooting trainings.
As a technical object in a close material relation with other technical objects and techniques —
like ammunition to be managed, spare parts that have to be repaired or replaced, intimacy with
shooting and weapons handling to be practiced, daily safe and secure storage requirements to
be met, or periodic inspections and record-keeping duties to be respected — the firearms play a
distinct role in performing the territorialisation of village community spaces and populations as
part of the Bamar military-state polity. They are the means ‘to get things done’, be it ‘to get
liberation/identity fulfilled and recognised’ or to ‘hunt’. More than means though, they are
processes and relations: the distribution and management of weaponry functions as a conduit
to introduce and embed forms of governable orders with their territorial administration that are
inherently related to the materiality of weapons and only partly related to the state grid.

In the constitution of militias there is a logistic arrangement of a number of disparate, localised,
and partially disconnected processes that are extracted from the former socio-spatial contexts
of village communities and then re-articulated and re-territorialised. This re-articulation unfolds
via the creation of new interconnections among village communities through the constitution
and management of weapons and militiamen. Distributing and consequently managing weapons
(with their ammunition, the trainings, inspections, and checks needed, for example), works to
territorialise the governable spaces of brown and black areas’ village communities as part of
the Myanmar military-state polity rather than rebel polities. First, the households of the
militiamen to whom weapons are personally assigned become the stock-site of a communal
good (the weapon) to be correctly stored/kept. Second, the institutionalisation of the militia
members - the concrete realisation of which is in fact performed through the gun and related
techniques to manage it - re-articulates household and village community labour relations
whereby the community often takes charge of the time militiamen take away from their
livelihood activities. Third, at the same time, the weapon-infrastructure of village community
militias synchronises different village communities of different villages (the militias are in fact
often organised drawing from two or more adjoining village areas) without necessarily
integrating them under the military structure strictly speaking. (This is exactly the core nature
of techniques and rationalities which circulate throughout societies rather than being clear-cut
rules/regulations.) Fourth, in doing so, it also off-loads different kinds of risk down the chain
onto local communities without providing responsibility and care to populations of the polity
while mobilising and politicising instead differences in gender and race/nationality to delineate
them.

3.4. Stratiegraphy 4 - Rebel Polities Re-articulating Armed Collectives
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Rebel polities too shape space at the margins working out an identification of citizenship with
territory by governing infrastructures of violence. Lway P life histories’ last passage, when she
joins in the newly formed TNLA’s drug ‘rehabilitation’ programs in 2009, can be empirically
illustrative here.

Throughout a 14-years-long process of ceasefire and disarmament (1991-2005), a political front
(PSLF) broke away from the original rebel movement that was gradually transformed into a
Tatmadaw-affiliated militia (Buscemi 2021). In parallel with the decline of the rebel polity with
its military apparatus, Ta’ang populations and spaces were gradually territorialised into the
military-state or other EAOs’ polities and subject to a Burmanisation and Shannization process,
especially through militarisation, inter-marriages, and the expansion of education systems.
While the military government constituted a Palaung Self-Administered Zone (P-SAZ) in two
townships of northern Shan State, thus mapping out an exogenous identification of both
‘Palaung’ identity and ‘Palaung’ vital space, Ta’ang communities experienced a complex
conjuncture made of narcotics proliferation and rampant drug addiction; the expansion of
energy infrastructure projects; and related outmigration towards the Thai and Chinese
borderlands. In 2009 the creation of an armed force for the political rebel front became a key
component of a broader attempt at re-shaping the ethnonational collective identity of the polity.
Take the name of the armed collective for instance: as the semi-authoritarian constitution
promulgated in 2008 enshrined the P-SAZ, the political choice of the endonym ‘Ta’ang’ for the
new army of the movement aimed to both contest the politico-geographical framing of a
Palaung identity and territory and to re-assert instead a Ta’ang polity as part of the Myanmar
polity but with a re-formulated autonomous territory and position amidst the taingyintha blunt
bio-political regime.

Initially established by drawing from the networks of humanitarian community-based
organisations, migrant communities, and sympathetic rebel movements at the Thai-Myanmar
border, the following techniques of weapons acquisition and recruitment were key to re-
articulate the armed force and the polity in Shan State.® First, PSLF/TNLA worked towards the
dismantling of village community militias and the targeting of larger militias — with their poppy
fields located in areas at the frontiers of the previous rebel movement’s area of influence — in
order to reinsert both Ta’ang militiamen and their weapons in the Ta’ang armed force. Second,
recruitment in northern Shan State Ta’ang areas relied heavily on the pressganging of drug
addicts into military service, a technique underpinned by the logic of mobilising military-related
labour while also ‘cleaning up’ the ethnonational body population from narcotics. Third, a ‘one
Ta’ang household, one Ta’ang body” policy and practice guided recruitment efforts. The idea
behind it was, on the one hand, to not deprive households of essential workforce in rural
contexts and, on the other hand, to turn families into the pillars of the armed force thus also
trying to tie mixed ethnic-background household to the Ta’ang polity. Fourth, in a context in
which drug addiction was particularly impactful on the male population, PSLF/TNLA

8 An interesting parallel can be found in the creation in 2009 too, amidst very similar conjunctures, of the Arakan
Army (AA). Similarly to PSLF/TNLA, in forming the AA, the United League of Arakan (ULA) drew heavily on
the recruitment of small-scale jade miners (so-called yaymasay) in the Hpakant Jade mines as well as Rakhine
populations at the Myanmar-Thai border.
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leveraged on the figure of the woman, who had in many situations become the sole breadwinner
in the household, to legitimise the rearmament of the political front arguing for recruitment as
a practice with the function of freeing ‘Ta’ang Land’ from drugs by freeing Ta’ang households
and communities. Lastly, these rationalities and techniques of ethnonationality and narcotics
eradication informing the constitution of TNLA since the first stages allowed the Ta’ang rebel
polity to align itself with the political positioning of other rebel polities maintaining weapons
manufacturing capabilities (especially the United Wa State Party/Army (UWSP/A). In
particular the Ta’ang polity progressively embraced the idea that territory in Myanmar should
be proportionally divided according to the concentration of each ethnonational population. As
the secretary general of PSLF/TNLA recently explained: “We [PSLF/TNLA] are not greedy —
we are not demanding control of the cities, that will just lead to endless clashes. We are just
demanding the regions where the majority of the people are Ta’ang” (Frontier Myanmar 2021).

4. CONCLUSION

Through four illustrative empirical snapshots from Myanmar’s borderlands and frontiers, this
article has provided a critical analysis of the ways in which socio-material infrastructures of
governing violence shape alterity and space at the margins. Working with Roberto Esposito’s
biopolitical reading of the linkages between violence and community, allowed us to offer a
fresh perspective that foregrounds the ways in which techniques of governmentality that
manage weapons and human bodies as part of military infrastructures reproduce political and
spatial identities.

Military-state infrastructures of governing the military means naturalise the margins of different
polities as spaces outside (or on the fringes) of civilisation that potentially threaten spaces of
community. This occurs through the management of, on the one hand, the relations between
violence and the members of the political community and, on the other, between community’s
violence and the outside of the community. Infrastructures of violence performing space at the
margins perform the segmentation of the political community into different ontological
categories of alterity (we purposefully simplify here): (1) there are the Bamar majority
populations incarnating an ethnic identity closely intertwined with class/status connotations as
the fullest form of civilisation, the fullest meaning of being civilised; (2) there are the ethnic
minority communities belonging to the Myanmar/Bamar nation-state, backward forms of
identity along a civilisational trajectory of political and economic sophistication; (3) and there
are those that do not belong, such as, not only ethnonational communities that lack a political
connection with territory according to the taingyintha regime but also, recalcitrant terrorist-
defined insurgents and their polities. These alterity categories are underpinned by and
constructed through the identification of less-than-human forms of life. In this regard, the
telluric character of the rebel is politicised in order to turn individual and collective bodies into
weapons and less-than-human forms of life that are made to die to reproduce the governable
order of the Bamar military-state polity.

More than the definition of these forms of alterity in clear-cut terms, what actually perpetuates
the polity is the perpetuation of these fluid stratifications performed in/through governing
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military means. This occurs via the very spatial techniques to massify armed collectives so as
to deploy violence and to allegedly immunise the community from it, such as white-brown-
black zones, community militias or rebel armies. Rebel movements too, through the
militarisation of those populations bluntly massified, divided, and made ‘surplus’ by the
military-state polity shape the collective bio-geo-political identity of their own polities. This
underlines the political potential that intercepting and governing the encounter between human
bodies and technical objects is imbued with to shape the political and spatial entity of the
political community.

In Myanmar what we find is not the perfection of the modernist institutions caring for the
biological life of the nation, but rather the fluidity of forms of alterity and space performed
through forms of violence that make up for the lack of perfection in classification and defining.
Various identities might be important to how the margins function to reproduce the polity, but
such identities remain fluid and fungible. Rather than a single spatial model - such as that of
territory as a technology of power - what defines the polity and the life that inhabits it is the
reproduction of its margins through the deployment of violence. It is not strictly speaking the
production of territory to be the logic at stake, but rather the governing of violence so as to
colonise and to redeploy armed forces in ways that attempt to uphold the boundaries of
community. As Hoffmann puts it, the goal is still to classify and contain but the spatial effects
are not the vertical space separating settler from the other, colonisers from colonised, or neither
territorial fragmentation into clear zones of sovereignty (2011). What we observe is rather
territories that overlap, overlook one another, shift boundaries, but do not map friend/enemy or
settler/native clear distinctions. From the perspectives of a “‘geography of warscape’, the article
empirically illuminated two interrelated dynamics: not only how in the governable spaces of
the frontier territorial control is shifting; but also how different governable orders produce the
vital space of their polity by shaping the specific governable spaces of the governing of weapons
and military means.
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Telluric Geographies of the Means of Violence. On Alterity, Weapons, and Space at
the Margins

1. INTRODUCTION

This paper provides a political geographical analysis of spaces at the margins of state and non-
state forms of authority, exploring the stratigraphic configurations of the governing of weapons
and military means. It foregrounds a conceptual approach that comes to grip with the ways in
which forms of governmentality substantiate political space and alterity. By ‘stratigraphic’
configurations we mean how processes and practices of governing weapons and armed-humans
(or targeting them) incarnate specific socio-spatial relations that articulate alterity
stratifications understood as: 1) the limits of ethno-racial divisions; and 2) the limits of being
and non-being (Chipato and Chandler, 2022). We open the article with a double stratigraphic
excavation to illuminate the nexuses between weapons, space, and alterity.

Stratigraphic Excavation Number One

In May 2019 the MAST museum in Bologna, Italy, inaugurated the European premiere of the
Anthropocene exhibition, a collaborative work of lens-based art. Walking through
photographic prints and installations showcasing huge extractive machines digging in
Westphalia’s coal and lithium mines, deforestation in the Amazon forest, or oil bunkering
in the Niger Delta, the Anthropocene exposes the visitor to different aspects of the
influence of human/non-human impacts on planetary change. One panel illustrates a key
concept behind this endeavour at the edge of art and scientific research, that of
“Technosphere”: an offshoot of the biosphere, a stratum of the Earth system constituted by
complex physical infrastructural components, technological artefacts, and social structures that
support flows of energy, information, and material to enabling or impairing human life
(Zalasiewicz et al., 2016). Like other strata of the planet, the Technosphere will leave traces in
the form of techno-fossils like books or mobile phones produced in the millions of millions,
buildings, infrastructures, or weapons. For amongst these components are also material
incarnations of armed violence, such as munitions, ships, submarines, fighter planes, conflict
rubble, landmines, or the 1013 million firearms present on the planet as of 2017 (Karp, 2018).
Mining planetary geological strata thus, a question concerning weapons may also emerge
that delineates our central concern: how do weapons relate to the spatialities they are
part and parcel of? And how is space substantiated, inflected, by weapons?

Strati-graphic Excavation Number Two

Mining historic-archival, rather than geological, strata to 27 October 1971 one can find an
iteration of these question marks in Amilcar Cabral’s speech at the University of London about
the role of the ‘insurgent’ in Guinea-Bissau’s anti-colonial struggles:

“We are in a flat part of Africa...The manuals of guerrilla warfare generally state that a
country has to be of a certain size to be able to create what is called a base and, further,
that mountains are the best place to develop guerrilla warfare...Obviously we don’t have



those conditions in Guinea [...] As for the mountains, we decided that our people had to
take their place][...] So our people are our mountains.” (Cesar, 2018, p.254)

Depicting people as a strategic weapon of militant struggle from the margins of sovereignty,
Cabral though adds another layer. His “our people are our mountains™ shifts the attention away
from weapons per se towards military means - i.e. humans, networks, and agencies operating
with weapons - and casts a light on the dimensions of alterity that are embodied in being a
weapon, an insurgent/partisan force, a mountain, a flatland, or all of these at once. In this sense,
his words may seem to gesture towards what German political theorist Carl Schmitt referred to
as the ‘telluric’ character of the partisan (Schmitt, 2004). The adjective ‘telluric’ portraits
modalities of armed violence characterised by a supposed power of patriotic self-defence that
incarnates a sense of belonging, an attachment to the soil that, like a telluric force flowing from
the earth’s surface, is weaponised against a foreign invader, coloniser or imperialist force.
Nonetheless, the dissonances inherent in the juxtaposition of names such as Cabral’s and
Schmitt’s in the very same sentence point to the high ambivalence contained in the term telluric.
A term that frames a romantic picture of the relationships between humans and weapons — in
an assemblage with the soil itself as a strategic-and-affective military mean — and sets the terms
of a divide of alterity based on regular and irregular ways of deploying weapons that in turn
incarnate regular and irregular performances of violence and of being. While a ‘telluric’
analytics, as Benedikt Korf had it, can make us more attentive to the human-social relationships
moulding spaces of authority and rule at the margins (Korf, 2011), telluric geographies also
remain potentially imbued with a modernist conception of identity and space as fixed, a sort of
spatial-environmental determinism coloured by a sense of attachment to place, soil and blood,
as often politicised by right-wing rhetoric. It is exactly in this ambivalent and ambiguous telluric
field that we sense the possibility to generate conceptual insights to advance a geographic
understanding of the margins by asking the following question: how does the governing of
weapons and military means operate to shape political space?

We critically deploy the term ‘telluric’ to grasp the close link between (1) weapons and military
forces, (2) space, and (3) alterity. We argue that the very socio-spatial logics and techniques of
governing weapons and military means substantiate spaces and alterity categories at the margins
that are central to delineate and reproduce the polity as a demo-spatial entity at the core of
different state/non-state biopolitical forms of rule. We articulate this argument through the
following passages.

First, we conceptualise military means as a collective ensemble made of human and non-human
entities brought together to deploy violence. In this sense we define infrastructures of violence
those material and relational networks allowing for the mobilisation, deployment, and
circulation of people, ideas, and goods/materials related to violence (Raeymaekers, 2023). By
analysing infrastructures of violence as made of (1) technical objects codifying violence
materially, (2) techniques of managing human-non-human encounters, and (3) rationalities, we
posit that the fluid combinations of these elements articulate a biopolitical governmentality of
weapon-human entanglements. Here, biopolitical governmentality is understood as the
specific outcome of modern, political rationality that goes beyond traditional sovereign
power and rules (Foucault (2003): shifting from the sovereign right to death,



governmentality consists in a complex framework of knowledges, mechanisms, and
technologies aimed at taking care of life without excluding the presence of death.

Second, we stress the nexus between the governmentality of military means and biopolitics as
a mode of rule making of human life its main referent object of government. For biopolitics
population is a demo-spatial concept, a living biological organism with an inherent living space
that must be cared for, preserved, and fostered, at times also harnessing violence and death
(Lemke, 2011). Schmitt (2004) exposes how a specific military-scientific apparatus has been
proliferating since the early 19th century which has progressively understood populations as a
weapon - a weapon at the disposal of, and/or a weapon to be targeted by, militarised violent
infrastructures. The harnessing by military apparatuses of what Schmitt calls the telluric
character of the partisan clearly speaks not only of a geographic/spatial understanding of
population as a living organism within a living space but also of the role of governing weapons
and weaponising human bodies to shape that living organism and space.

Lastly, conceiving this governmentality as the effect of diffused, multi-layered infrastructures,
we understand it as a key arena for different polities to reproduce their political geographies
and attendant spatialized alterity categories on the edge of state authority. The governing of
weapons and military means is deeply imbued with and shapes specific ways of seeing the
world and reproducing authority and the polity in terms of: (1) producing limits of otherness
(of being and non-being); and (2) producing limits of difference (dividing populations in
ethnonational/racial terms) (Chipato and Chandler, 2022).

Our approach contributes to the literature on spaces at the margins in political geography by
highlighting three important aspects. First, it foregrounds a conceptual approach attentive to the
diffused and decentralised character of governing military forces, as opposed to top-down
and/or bottom-up analysis on how violence is controlled. Second, building upon extensive
empirical fieldwork research conducted by one of the authors in Myanmar’s borderlands’, the
paper zooms in onto the contributions of weapons and military forces in shaping the limits of
alterity, space and political orders at the margins of state authority via infrastructures of
violence. This fills a gap in border studies literature, where only a few works have focused
specifically on weapons (Simala and Amutabi, 2005; Sagawa, 2018), while also contributing to
broader debates in political geography on how war and violence shape space and social relations
(Graham, 2005; Gregory, 2011; Slesinger, 2022). Third, the paper also introduces a conceptual
approach that avoids analysing and explaining violence as determined by weapons and/or
agency and structures alone. The sensibilities we propose stress the ways in which
(post)colonial and racial rationalities are embedded in the materiality and discursivity of
infrastructures of violence, and how this flows into the social reproduction of identities and
political spaces.

! Our analysis is based upon extensive multi-sited qualitative research conducted by one of the authors in
Myanmar’s borderlands for his PhD and subsequent research projects. Such research drew from semi-structured
and unstructured interviews, group discussions, and ethnography carried out throughout 14 months of research
between 2018 and 2021, engaging with rebel movements, civil society organisations, NGOs and INGOs, actors
involved in humanitarian mine action, local government and non-government administrators, and former
combatants.



In the remainder, after a critical analysis of the nexuses between weapons, space, and alterity,
we mobilise a series of illustrative empirical snapshots from Myanmar’s borderlands and
frontiers. Here we show how, despite the nominal growing influence of state authorities and a
lack of care for life, specific infrastructures of managing weapons and making death index
spaces at the margins as spatialities constantly exploited and reproduced by different state/non-
state polities in order to shape political identities and spaces, rather than as spaces incorporated,
secured, or somehow administered by vertical sovereignty.

2. TELLURIC GEOGRAPHIES OF THE MEANS OF VIOLENCE: WEAPONS-
SPACE-ALTERITY NEXUSES

Our two stratigraphic excavations point to some of the major problems in the literature on
violence and spaces at the margins: the tendency to set aside a ‘planetary’ approach attentive to
non-human elements (Chipato and Chandler, 2022); and that of disregarding the multiple
universes of alterity relations reproduced in the governing of military means (Chandler and
Pugh, 2022; Chipato and Chandler, 2022).

In the last decades, through the analytical vocabulary of borderlands, frontiers, liminal zones
and margins, a trans-disciplinary body of research in political geography has explored the social
and spatial configurations of power at the edge of state and non-state forms of authority
(Abraham and Van Schendel, 2005; Korf and Raeymaekers, 2013; Cons and Sanyal, 2013;
Rasmussen and Lund, 2018). Aside from a variegated array of substantive themes covered (such
as e.g. territorialisation and land-related issues (Lund, 2016); the governability of resources
(Watts, 2004); state (un)making processes (Su, 2018); or insurgency and counterinsurgency
(Naimark and Woods, 2020), contributions in this ambit have been permeated by a major
concern with violence and war-making.

Violence has been illuminated as a distinctive and even constitutive (Schetter and Koné, 2022)
trait of spaces at the edge of sovereignty from different standpoints. The centrality of violence
has been traced back to the (historical) relationships between sovereign power, states’ ordering
functions, and ‘coercion-intensive’ paths to state-building or political orders (trans)formation
(Abraham and van Schendel, 2005; Madison, 2022). Margins have been conceived as liminal
spaces at the edge of state authority, lacking a clear separation of the ‘inside’ from the ‘outside’
(Korfet al., 2013). Thus, from the perspective of a core-periphery understanding of power and
spatial relations, it is because of the physical distance from the state’s centre that, in such spaces,
state governance is weakened and less consolidated and, therefore, violence is required to
impose a new order, to domesticate the contested powers, to metabolise the frontier space into
the territory of the state (Schetter and Mueller-Koné, 2021). In this sense, violence has been
reconducted also to a ‘peripheralizing’ gaze and praxis framing ‘marginal’ spaces as zones in
which otherwise intolerable and forbidden violent conducts become tolerable and exceptionally
allowed (Hagmann and Korf, 2012). On the other hand, by understanding the frontier as a
consequence of state presence/absence, violence has been explained also through the encounter
of a panoply of regulatory regimes and practices, stressing the multidimensional and



performative nature of sovereignty (Madison, 2022). Yet, despite recognizing a hybrid
governance shaping the margins, most accounts eventually recall an Hobbesian
conceptualisation of sovereignty as something conveyed through the exercise of violence and
the protection of the citizens. But the crisis of this very prime state function is what pushed
Schmitt to investigate the characters of telluric/partisan war as a military means part of a process
challenging existing social and institutional structures and underlining the rupture with
traditional war-making practices (Clayton, 2011). Therefore, if one understands spaces at the
margins as a ‘zone of indistinction’ dominated by violence (Korf et al., 2013), for example with
regard to the so-called territory of extraction (Schetter and Mueller-Koné, 2021), or to the
migrant ghettos for labour exploitation (Raeymaekers 2023), we argue that these can no longer
be conceived as spaces in need to be domesticated/territorialized but as something that falls
simultaneously inside and outside from state scales. And this raises the question of if (and how)
violence at the margins is still worked out in an effort to re-establish, contest, and reshape the
neutral grid of the territorial state.

Overall, the literature has framed the margins as spaces characterised by a lack of monopoly
over the governing of violence. The complex relations between violence and these spaces have
been primarily approached through instrumentalist lenses (Duffield, 2002; Korf and
Raeymaekers, 2013), with violence mostly understood as a structural instrument deployed by
various social actors, with different regimes of norms and rules, in order to institutionalise
networked systems of governance. In this sense, the focus has been on actors, human actions
and agency, organisational structures, discourses, and negotiations. Nonetheless, weapons and
military means have been rather poorly conceptualised and scholars have stopped short of: (1)
paying attention to the actual contributions of materiality and infrastructures of war; and (2)
analysing how the individual/collective identity and political spaces of different polities are
stratified through infrastructures of violence and the governing of them. The literature on
violence and frontiers in particular, albeit eschewing a state centric approach that would see
state-related actors as the main actants, has nonetheless indulged on the heuristic value of the
concept of frontier and the cartographic-modernist logic inherent in it, trying to categorise
forms of frontier and forms of violence more than researching the actual governing of weapons
and war-making with its implications (Korf, Hagmann and Doevenspeck, 2013; Schetter and
Koné¢, 2022).

In order to address these two specific issues, we propose a biopolitical reading of the ways in
which rationalities and techniques of power govern the weapon-human interface and military
means of war-making. In particular, we look at how the governmentality of weapons and war-
machines articulates forms of political identity and space at the margins. In the last decades
several contributions in the ambit of a rich transdisciplinary literature analysing biopolitics have
proposed conceptual frameworks that place front and centre how violence and death are
harnessed to govern life (Chatterjee, 2004; Agamben, 2005; Mbembe, 2019). Far from being
the first in arguing for the role of violence in the articulation of biopolitical regimes, the frame
we offer tackles the governmentality of a specific subset of broader apparatuses of the so-called
‘means of violence’ in relation to the reproduction of the margins.



Here we take the reading of biopolitics provided by Roberto Esposito as an entry point for three
main reasons. First, we argue that his reading of biopolitics, while stressing the co-constitutive
relation between violence and political community, foregrounds the link between a certain
governmentality of violence and the delineation of the bio-political form(s) of life designated
as the object of government for biopolitical power. Second, his reading of the so-called
immunitary apparatus as a governmental mechanism highlights the inherently geographical
dimensions of governmental apparatuses that manage violence. Third, we argue that his work
on biopolitics allows to zoom-in onto the governmentality of weapon-human relations as part
of the immunitary apparatus and its broader implications in terms of bio-political stratifications
of identity and space. These three aspects highlight the nexuses between weapons and
military means, space, and alterity in geo-political terms and thus can integrate the work
of other authors - Achille Mbembe in primis (2019) - that have analysed how death and
violence structure life, the subject, the political, and ultimately sovereign and biopolitical
power.

Looking at how the governing of weapons and military means substantiate political space and
alterity at the margins, in what follows we speak also to debates on governable spaces in
political geography (Rose 1999; Watts 2004; Korf et al. 2010). In the early 2000s, Michael
Watts deployed Nikolas Rose’s definition of governable spaces - as the “modalities in which a
real and material governable world is composed, terraformed and populated” (Rose, 1999, 32)
- to analyse the governmentality of oil in the Niger Delta (Watts, 2004). Korf et al. later
remarked how Watts” empirical use of the concept actually ended up substituting ‘spaces’ with
‘orders’: in his illuminating study of how different forms of power shaped political communities
by variously governing oil, the analysis of the concrete spatial configurations that are
reproduced was left aside (Korf et al. 2010, 389). In turn, investigating the ‘geography of
warscape’ and how agency emerges in and navigates it, they suggested to distinguish between
governable spaces and governable orders, where the latter refers to “the distinct logics of
governing and ordering rather than to their territorialisation in a specific spacetime™ (Korf et al
2010, 398, endnote 37). For our purposes, such distinction is particularly relevant as we
essentially move to analyse how different governable orders concerning weapons and military
means shape not only a polity with its bio-political and geographical body but also the actual
governable spaces of the margins.

2.1. Governmentality of Violence and Bio-politics

The relevance of the governmentality of weapon-human relations vis a’ vis biopolitics becomes
apparent when thinking about the latter as a form of power that takes life and the care of life as
the primary object of government without excluding death (Lemke, 2011; Mbembe 2019). As
theorised by Foucault, while sovereign power could also dispose of the right to death, the
biopolitical order exploits death in function of life’s care and reproduction: “Entire populations
are mobilised for the purpose of wholesale slaughter in the name of life necessity: massacre
has become vital” (Foucault, 1980, p. 136).

The entrance of life in politics and has a double significance. While biopolitics entails that all
political practices are focused on the control of life, it is life itself that penetrates and changes



power and political mechanisms. As underlined by Esposito, this double significance
determines a divergence in the interpretation of biopolitics: “How are we to comprehend a
political government of life? In what sense does life govern politics or in what sense does
politics govern life? Does it concern a governing of or over life?” (Esposito, 2008, p. 15).
Following this line of thought, biopolitics is characterised by a semantic rupture due to the
divergence of the two terms that could be recomposed “only at the price of a certain violence
that subjects one to the domination of the other” (Esposito, 2008, p. 25). To fill the hiatus
between a politics of life and a politics over life left unsolved by Foucault, Esposito poses the
paradigm of immunisation at the intersection between bio and politics as the governmental
apparatus that operationalises violence towards “the care of all living” (Ojakangas, 2005, p.6).

Central to Esposito’s analysis of the paradigm of immunisation is the co-constitutive relation
between violence and political communities. In order to fully grasp how this relation articulates
the political community via the immunitary paradigm, he draws a distinction between two
forms of community: the impolitical and the political (Esposito 2011). While both present a
close linkage with violence — due to the human condition of being at the same time a potential
victim and potential perpetrator of violence (2011) — their relation with it is radically different.
The impolitical community is founded upon humans’ renunciation of their own potential as a
perpetrator of violence, which is the “‘munus’ underpinning the impolitical community: the gift
of part of the self that triggers a non-transactional mutual obligation to reciprocate (Esposito
2010). The political community instead is founded upon the break of this mutual self-
renunciation via the construction of a moment located ‘outside’ of history, in which the absence
of clear-cut distinctions and separations between potential perpetrators and potential victims of
violence is presented as a ‘poison’ to the life of the community (Esposito 2010).

Against the threat of a space-time of undifferentiated potentials of violence, Esposito argues
that modernist sovereign and later biopolitical forms of power articulate the immunitary
apparatus as a paradigm and infrastructure of socio-political and juridical devices that operates
to neutralise the ‘munus’ of violence. In other words, it operates to immunise the political
community from the alleged potential threat posed by the unreliability of the self-induced
sacrifice of the human potential for violence. And it does so by articulating a common way of
managing violence (by deploying violence) that revolves around protective boundaries:
boundaries in-between members of the political community, and boundaries between the latter
and its constitutive outside.

2.2. Spatial Dimensions of Governmental Apparatuses of Violence

The functioning of the immunitary mechanism relies on the re-production of boundaries,
borders, and frontiers as spatial/geographic distinctions. While very ancient in their function to
separate and protect what lays ‘within’ and exclude what lays ‘without’, they come to assume
two specific shapes within modern forms of government. One is that of individual property —
not just as a juridical-economic mechanism but also as the ‘positive’ features that delineate the
individual. The other is that of territory as a technology to produce the sovereign space of the
state, with its borders and frontiers.



While forms of property operate to construct the individual and collective subjectivities and
stratifications that order the ‘inside’ of the polity, forms of borders and frontiers delineate the
political community from the outside. The immunitary apparatus shapes the political
community through different ‘positive’ qualities that, being shared in common, define the
forms of human subjectivity of the community:

“the ‘common’ is defined exactly through its most obvious antonym: what is common is
that which unites the ethnic, territorial, and spiritual property of every one of its members.
They have in common what is most properly their own; they are the owners of what is
common to them all.” (Esposito 2010, 3).

Having remarked the precedence of the immunitary paradigm as mode of governing
violence vis a’ vis the birth of biopolitics, Esposito identifies in the latter a critical
conjuncture for the evolution of the former. In fact, as life and its promotion become the
primary object of politics, the immunitary mechanism exposes itself to a potential
destructive drift. Foucault’s critical analysis had already understood war not as a failure
of politics but as the very origin of politics itself by shedding light on a different type of
conflict, one that, instead of opposing sovereignty and law, occurs between different
ethnic groups in order to rule a specific territory with its resources (Foucault, 2003; see
also Esposito, 2008). But when ethnonationalist and racist forms of biopolitical power
identify one particular form of life as the form of Life to be protected and fostered, the
immunitary mechanism shifts away from being a dispositif that protects Life through
violence towards being one that functions to destroy life in order to draw and protect Life.
It is via a certain shared mechanism to do and regulate violence that the life and space of
the polity are shaped.

2.3. Governmentality of Weapon-Human Relations and Bio-geo-political Stratifications

A critical reading of the work of Carl Schmitt (2004), illuminates how the
governmentality of weapons links up with biopolitical power and the potential biopolitical
drift of the immunitary apparatus in an inherently geographic manner. The German
theorist built his work in part upon Friedrich Ratzel’s theories that allowed for a
conception of political communities (chiefly the nation-state, but not only) as entities with
their own biological body and their own attendant vital space. Such theorisation was
based upon a deterministic conception of the interaction between terrestrial surface’s
geomorphological stability and the mutation of organic life that maintains, shrinks, or
expands its ‘vital space’ in relation to, and shaped by, geological processes (Klinke 2019).
A conceptual stance that, on the one hand, biologizes a socio-political phenomenon (the
community) by understanding it as an organic body; and that, on the other hand, relies
on the politicisation of different elements of biological and geological phenomena that are
naturalised and presented as objective.

The ‘telluric’ dimension of the partisan as a weapon for the war machine, and thus also as a
legitimate target of the war machine, expresses such a double move of bio-geo-political
thought. A socio-political phenomenon — e.g. partisanship and resistance in the figure of the



individual and collective bodies of those who oppose rule — is biologized in terms of a form of
life with certain links to a portion of the soil: “the partisan still [74] signifies a patch of true
home soil; he is one of the last sentries of earth, as a not yet completely destroyed world-
historical element” (Schmitt 2004, 50). While, at the same time, a certain feature of biological
life — for example the nexus between organic life and geological processes/space — is politicised
and presented as objective. In this sense, ‘telluric’ refers to the idea that morphological and
organicist dynamics define the space in which life spreads, but also that such bio-geographical
life can navigate and master the space similarly to other biological forms of life whose spread
is related to geo-morphological processes. The partisan is a telluric weapon (to be harnessed
and/or targeted) because it is understood as connected to the stratifications of the terrestrial
surface that are the stable boundaries throughout which life articulates its space. From a critical
vantage point, our use of ‘telluric’ foregrounds the biopolitical dimensions and ethno-racial
drifts of a governmental apparatus (an immunitary mechanism) that manages violence by
managing the relations between three elements: human beings with their individual and
collective bodies; weapons; and alterity-identity (both biological identity; and geographic-
identity).

Weapons provide a specific instance of the workings of the immunitary apparatus. They are
technical objects that contribute to relieve the individual from the duty to sacrifice its potential
as a perpetrator of violence by detaching them from, and regulating, such potential. In this
sense weapons can be seen as part of a technology that codifies and standardises an ontology
and mode of doing violence and making death as appropriate and legitimate (Shah 2017). In
fact, they are part of a politico-normative and material infrastructure that exploits violence to
immunise from violence. In the ambit of war-making and military means, such infrastructure
establishes modalities and conventions around violence and killing that bind members of a
political community together and identify pariahs vis a’ vis the community (both ‘inside’ and
‘outside’ it). When embedded into ethno-racial forms of biopolitical power, such weapon and
war-machine governmentality contributes to reproduce stratifications of human life and the
margins of the political community. An acceptable mode of killing reproduces its targets as
enemy human ‘other’ with a connection to the space that is to be territorialised into the polity
in order to preserve its forms of life. While unacceptable modes of killing and doing violence
produce those targeted as less-than-human life without a connection to the space to be
territorialised — less-than-human forms of life that have thus to be moved, excluded, erased to
promote the life of the polity. Such a destructive drift of the immunitary mechanism is based
upon the double logic sketched out above that animates biopolitics as a form of power: the
simultaneous biologization of socio-political phenomena and politicization of certain
biological/geological features of life in its different shapes. This double logic and praxis
structures the governmentality of weapon-human relations towards the production of
stratifications of identity and space.

Schmitt’s analysis of partisan warfare highlights the ways in which politico-military
governmental apparatuses produce ethnonationalist understandings of identity and space by
weaponizing individual and collective bodies of civilian populations (into, for example, militia
formations as much as partisan/rebel-like formations (Hoffman, 2011). On the other hand



though, such weaponization underlines also how individual and collective bodies can be
produced as targets due to their alleged bio-geo-political features. Bringing Schmitt’s
conception to an extreme, a common mode of doing violence — deploying the partisan as a
weapon, or targeting the partisan as a weapon — shapes the ‘other’ and carries with it the
delineation of human and less-than-human forms of life. A remark that Mbembe too has
foregrounded touching upon the spatial dimension of the technologies of necropower
(2019), albeit without highlighting the inherently geo-graphic valence of such a
governmentality of military means and war geared towards the care of life. This geo-
graphic valence, as we saw above, is the geographic expression of that politicisation of
nature and naturalisation of politics that constitutes a fil rouge in biopolitical thought and
praxis.

2.4. Nuances of Biopolitics in Myanmar

In this sense, Myanmar represents an illustrative example due to the very peculiar form that
biopolitical governmentality has assumed here and the specific role played by violence in the
borderlands throughout what are the longest ongoing armed conflicts on earth. In dialogue with
a conspicuous transdisciplinary debate on biopolitics in Myanmar (Cheesman, 2017; Yuzana
Khine Zaw, 2022), Elliott Prasse-Freeman has qualified specific modalities of power operating
in Myanmar as ‘blunt’ biopolitics (2023). Blunt biopolitics is a form of biopolitical power
characterised by three main features. First, it is a mode of governing populations characterised
by a lack of interest for the promotion and fostering of life at aggregate scales, although the
identification of the polity’s ethnic communities is key to uphold the forms of life that power
claims to immunise and protect. Second, blunt biopolitics relies on ‘blunt’ categories,
rationalities, and techniques that do not allow to clearly define categories of life but rather rest
on confused classificatory schemes. In this sense, the main rationality and set of
governmentality techniques that produce the ‘othered’ constitutive outside against which the
polity’s communities are defined revolve around the materialdiscursive cut of taingyintha: a
term that can be translated as ‘sons of the soil’, or literally ‘country friendly people’, and that
designates a loose taxonomy of ‘national races’ (with the Bamar majority on top) belonging to
the Myanmar polity (Cheesman 2017; Prasse-Freeman 2023). And third, it is a modality of
power that functions through violence to obviate to its ‘bluntness’ and to massify and divide
the populations (and spaces) that it takes as its referent object of government.

Particularly relevant for informing these govern-mentality apparatuses and infrastructures is a
set of materialdiscursive practices that revolves around the figure of enmity inflected by
ethnonationalist and racist logics. This figure has been taking on different semblances that have
been haunting political thought, imagination, and praxis in the articulation of the nexuses
between community and immunity. In Myanmar, the figure of the enemy as an ontologically
constitutive element of immunity and community has been identified with colonial and
imperialist entourages as well as economic elites of Indian and Chinese background; with
capitalist bourgeois and foreign invaders (e.g. the Kuomintang army); with the elites of
different ethnically profiled national races deemed to exploit their own people for private
interests and to hamper a return to the original harmony and integrity of ethnic populations in



Myanmar since the disruptions triggered by the advent of colonialism; or with religious
communities menacing Buddhism. For instance, the Muslim (above all, but not only,
Rohingya) and Chinese populations in Myanmar are produced as a threat to indigeneity and
community (e.g. Wahab, 2022), an ‘other’ outside the political community whose very
existence threatens to trespass and alter its boundaries and that carries with it a further threat:
i.e. the emergence of undifferentiated masses mobilising from within the political community
against the Muslim and Chinese ‘threat’. It is through the governing of violence to cope with
this kind of threats at the margins of community that the indigeneity of the polity’s ethnicities
is produced:

“In lieu of successful biopolitical regulation, the Burmese state dispensed a mass violence
in which, to use Mbembe’s words, ‘entire populations are the target’ (2019:82). The
indiscriminate killing enacted by such mass violence massifies: destruction of various
individual tokens targeted created a common type (Rohingya) (...). [A]s violence against
Rohingya continually makes them an outside against which Burma’s other Others (the
taingyintha) become more strongly incorporated into the nation, it also remakes them.”
(Prasse-Freeman, 2023, p. 12).

These materialdiscursive cuts haunting ethnonational politics in Myanmar have not been a
prerogative of the military-state only but have instead been inflected in different manners by
different polities. In the aftermaths of the 2005 disarmament in Ta’ang areas of northern Shan
State, for example, the Ta’ang Ethnic Armed Organisation (EAO) progressively identified its
communities and populations via the genocidal/existential threat posed by the proliferation of
narcotics as a result of the activities of Chinese elites. Rebel blunt biopolitical rule too “reaches
out and cleaves” the polity apart by reproducing and managing infrastructures of violence
(Prasse-Freeman, 2023, p. 10). In the next section, following techniques and infrastructures,
rather than specific actors, we explore how weapons and military means are governed at the
margins.

3. THE BORDERLANDS THAT CROSSED °‘US’: INFRASTRUCTURES OF
GOVERNING THE MEANS OF VIOLENCE IN MYANMAR’S MARGINS

Lway P.*’s hands flow together with her words while she speaks about life as a Ta’ang political
activist in her hiding place north of Chiang Mai, not so far from the Thai-Myanmar border.
Complaining about the international funding streams that reached certain EAOs but not others
after the peace processes initiated in Myanmar since 2011, she moves them downwards
drawing a ladder of stratified identities within which her Ta’ang one ranks low: “that is one
instance in which you see ‘us’ (Ta’ang) being a minority of the minority (...), cause in Myanmar
we are certainly not the Bamar, but we are not the Shan, or the Kachin, or the Karen either...”.?
Born in 1974, she lost her entire family as a child, due to a Myanmar sit-taf® counter-insurgency

2 Interview, Chiang Mai, 12.4.22.

3 The Myanmar Armed Forces, who refer to themselves as “Tatmadaw” but are often referred to by ordinary
people as sit-tat (i.e. armed group/military force).



operation: living in a ‘black’ area, shooting on-sight anybody who had not vacated the village
was the rule of engagement, while human-bodies could be used in porterage and minesweeping.
After fleeing home in northern Shan State, she would be provided with an identity card
recognising her as a Myanmar citizen only in 1991, following the ceasefire between the Ta’ang
EAO and the military-state: “up to that point the identity card was denied to us (Ta’ang). It did
not mean that then we would have had ‘us’ on the identity card, because the names and data
inserted there were Bamar, but at least the ceasefire allowed for ID cards to be distributed. This
is what I mean when I say we have been living under structural violence™*. A violence she later
confronted through political activism for democratic reform in different borderland areas
before joining the Ta’ang ethnonational rebel group, where she became the coordinator of drug
‘rehabilitation” programs that the movement had initiated since 2009 to cope with the rampant
drugs abuse affecting Ta’ang communities, caught as they were in the midst of agrarian
dispossession and narcotics brokerage by military-aftiliated militias operating in the drug trade.

Lway P’s story echoes the more general conditions of borderland populations that throughout
the past 70 years have been managed through a certain amount of death and violence as a key
mechanism to massify and divide them in the context of capitalist structures that are indifferent
to population death or function more efficiently with it (Prasse-Freeman, 2021; Hoffmann,
2011; Loong, 2019; Mostafanezad et al., 2022; Faxon and Sarma, 2022). The following
subsections turn to an empirical analysis of such violence, looking at how infrastructures of
governing violence incarnate and territorialise the ladders of alterity Lway P refers to. We take
as an entry point the sets of techniques of the sit-tat exemplified by key passages in Lway P’s
life histories: ‘living in a black area’; ‘shooting on sight’, connected to porterage and
minesweeping; and ‘militia-infrastructures’. The last sub-section though shows how these are
part of more diffused governmentality infrastructures that run through a variety of state/non-
state polities at different scales.

3.1. Stratigraphy 1 - ‘Living in a Black Area’: Bluntly Cutting Polities in Four-cuts

“Living in a ‘black’ area” they do not vacate, Lway P’s family is killed. How comes?

Since the 1950s the sit-tat has attempted to order the borderlands into a chromatic scale of
white-brown-and-black areas. This chromatic-spatial zoning is linked to a double move of
frontierisation-cum-territorialisation proper of Burmanisation processes. Bamar-dominated
state institutions have promoted socio-cultural and political settlement practices that aim to
shape “the edges of Burman territory whose borders move in time and space” (Boutry 2016, p.
105). As citizenship in the country is dependent upon the relationship between national races
and territory (Boutry, 2016), settlement practices shape such relationship and delineate the
military-state Bamar polity as one that accommodates for ethnonational taingyintha
communities within it. In this sense, settlement practices aim to embody ‘Burman-ness’ as a
social capital of both racial privilege and class privilege (Campbell and Prasse-Freeman, 2021).

Key among these practices is the construction of military infrastructures that zone spaces in
relation to the Burmanisation process’ stages. Areas where military bases and camps have been

4 Interview, Chaing Mai, 12.4.22.



constructed (and a socio-cultural Burmanisation process has taken hold) are mapped as white.
Areas where ethnic minority polities overlap with the Burmanisation process are mapped as
brown. And areas where no territorialisation process has been initiated, and ethnic minority
polities are preponderant, are mapped as black.

Through bases and camps though, what really materialises these zones is the ‘labour’ put in
motion via the so-called four-cuts strategy (pya-ley-pya). A counter-insurgency strategy that,
by governing military-civilian infrastructures, manages the relations between rebel armies and
‘civilian communities’ cutting the former’s sources of intelligence, food, funds,
firearms/recruits. Through it, large portions of land (often under customary land tenure
arrangements) are simply grabbed to construct an infrastructure of military facilities, land
assigned to personnel’s families, and nearby newly formed hamlets. Four-cuts-related evictions
transform the individual/communal body of the evicted into surplus populations in relation to
the agrarian system (Prasse-Freeman, 2021), while ammassing them as potential labour in the
construction of the infrastructure itself (‘re-settled’ on their own (now-dispossessed) land or
displaced in hamlets inhabited by migrants from other areas of Myanmar).

As those that remain in black areas are mostly peasants, governing violence here is inextricable
from ethnonational relations intertwined with class ones. The four-cuts territorialises a
separation between an insurgent rebel body-polity and the (Bamar-)polity’s communities of
taingyintha ‘ethnic populations’. It constructs ethnic minority communities as ‘civilian’
communities not part of a certain ethnic rebel polity operating in the area but part instead of the
military-state Bamar polity with its national races. While ‘ethnic minority’ peasants produced
as populations not part of the ‘rebel’ polity are separated from ‘Bamar’ peasants and soldiers,
the politico-economic leaderships/elites of ethnic minorities are separated from both military-
state elites and ‘ethnic minority’ peasants.

In doing so, the four-cuts bluntly shapes ethnonational communities with their vital space.
Governing the military infrastructure of the four-cuts delineates the political community from
the outside. It ‘immunises’ the life of the populations of the political community from rebel
violence by violently drawing boundaries and frontiers. By targeting the supposed telluric
character of the rebel, it produces ‘white’ areas as borderland areas of the military-state polity
where national races can live while it shapes ‘brown’ and ‘black’ areas as borderland areas
partially outside the polity.

3.2. Stratigraphy 2 — ‘Shooting Onsight’. Porterage and Minesweeping: Automatic fire. Body-
machines and Human/Non-Human

As what remains of/in black areas is killed by ‘shooting onsight’, how does making death
operate to configure what is deemed in ‘excess’ in terms of population and vital space? (An
‘excess’ that is at the same time outside and inside the polity’s edges.) Key to shape the edges
of white-brown-and-black areas in both spatial and temporal manners is the control and
deployment of (semi)automatic fire.

While brown areas are characterised by shoot-on-sight rules of engagement in regimes of
curfew hours that differentiate night and day, black areas are constituted as free-fire/scorched-



earth spaces where anything can be fired at at any time. On a large scale such arrangement is
made possible through (semi)automatic fire and the technique/logic of enemy/target
massification embedded in (semi)automatic rifles (Shah, 2017). (Semi)automatic firing requires
(and allows for) smaller calibre, lighter ammunition rounds that can be carried in relatively
large number and fired repeatedly in more rounds and faster, often to the detriment of precision
although allowing to enlarge the space (potentially) covered by fire. A cleaner way to injure
and kill (i.e. (semi)automatic rifles and smaller calibre bullets), as Shah has it (2017), embodies
the massification of target individuals and spaces. This massification emerges from the
memories of WL, a Mon researcher in his 40s, when he talks about his childhood at the
boundary between a brown and a black area:

“We were not allowed to stay out at night after sunset, so one could not make use of lights
in the dark otherwise the Tatmadaw would detect your presence and fine you or making
problems. Due to fighting in the night you had to walk in the darkness and sometimes you
did not even know who was who so much it was dark.”

This technique embodies and territorialises an assumed link between the subjects and space-
territories targeted, on the one hand, and a rebel polity, on the other. It profiles those who have
not vacated the area as populations of a certain ethnonational polity not part of the military-
state polity due to a specific space-time arrangement.

This identification of communities and zones as elements of the ‘rebel’ polity delineates also a
human/non-human divide of alterity. The deployment of (semi)automatic weapons marks a
differentiation between modes of killing at war constructed as humane (which aim to mobilise
the least amount of force needed to take the military enemy out of combat (by killing it if
necessary) (Shah, 2017) and inhumane forms that do not discriminate between civilians and
military forces. The systematic deployment of indiscriminate scorched-earth (semi)automatic
firing in brown/black areas draws a line around who/what can be killed inhumanely, and thus
delineates the rebel polity not only as an outside enemy space but also as non-/less-than-human
space and forms of life that can be disposed of. These techniques circulate also among rebel
polities. For example, witnesses of the arson of more than a 110 Ta’ang families’ houses by a
Shan rebel group during hostilities with the Ta’ang one in 2021 in Namtu township, Shan State,
recall how troops drove people out and warned remaining villagers to “choose whether to save
your homes or your life” before random-shooting at buildings and burning everything down, as
if remaining communities resisting re-territorialisation by the Shan armed force could be
destroyed, killed, as non-human elements of the adversary-rebel polity’s space to be re-
territorialised.®

By contrast, for people living in white areas (semi)automatic fire indiscriminate deployment
represents an exceptional and abnormal circumstance. For example, Sayama Lwin* - a Burmese
language teacher living in Yangon who identifies as Bamar - recalls how, before the 2021 coup,
many people performed Buddhist pilgrimages to the Kyaiktiyo pagoda, at the Bago region-Mon

5 Interview, Mudon, 18.5.19.
® See Shwe Phee Myay News’ reportage at https:/www.facebook.com/watch/?v=494641431659732




state border. An area considered ‘white’ due to long-standing military-regime presence in the
‘normal’ pre-coup status. But many now avoid travelling there by bus, she says, because of
shootings unpredictability.” In case of a rebel attack the sit-tat might open indiscriminate fire
and one might be caught within it getting off the bus or waiting to identify relatives picking you
up at the bus station. Systematic retaliations by the military against resistance attacks are
unpredictable in what before the coup was an area ‘under’ the sit-tat.

Beyond (semi)automatic fire, two further techniques of governing weapons and war-making
operationalise death as a mechanism for “life’s contrastive reproduction”: human
minesweeping and porterage. The former consists in forcing locals with good knowledge of
terrain to walk in front of military columns to guide them through minefields or trigger the
devices. Porterage instead consists in a mechanisation of human bodies as vehicles for load-
transportation through a terrain where military vehicles usually do not venture. Often
overlapping, the two shape human bodies into machines that, through knowledge of terrain and
(supposed) familiarity with rebel military movements/techniques, can detect and defuse
explosive devices. These techniques are part of the broader camps/bases-hamlets infrastructure
that necessitates the work of porters and human minesweepers to be built and managed.

Harnessing and targeting the telluric qualities of the rebel-civilian, these techniques manage the
relations between explosive devices and life (of the column and of the locals), and in doing so
make dwellers into less-than-human bodies. Such governmentality of weapons and military
means contributes to reproduce ontological categories of alterity by drawing human/non-human
forms of life (e.g. the body as vehicle; the body as minesweeper; the body as non-human
element of a rebel polity to be re-territorialised) through death. Borrowing an analogy from
critical Black studies (Chandler and Pugh 2022), one may think of these infrastructures of
porters, human minesweepers, (semi)automatic fire, camps, posts, and bases as functioning
with a similar role to the plantation society. The violence that is codified in these techniques
and infrastructures of governing weapons and war-making cannot be disentangled from the
racist ontology informing the world of the military-state polity. In other words the violent
forging of the worlds of the borderlands (the border-worlds) occurs through those techniques
that up-hold a certain violence inextricable from the epistemic system of the taingyintha regime
of truth and national races. As Chandler and Pugh put it: “the idea is that it is not possible to
separate out racist modern ontology from the violence of worldmaking (2021, p.3)”. In this
sense the margins appear as the fulcrum of the (un)making of Myanmar’s polities: ‘un-making’
inasmuch as, in the borderlands and its frontier spaces, the unity of Myanmar, according to the
Bamar ultranationalist/ultra-Buddhist governable order and vision of a Myanmar polity, is put
into question; and ‘making’ inasmuch as the borderlands are the governable spaces where a
unitary polity is allegedly made.

3.3. Stratigraphy 3 - Militia-infrastructures: Governing the Human-weapon Machine

The territorialisation and frontierisation of the margins has been performed also via the
circulation of weaponry to constitute and govern militias and attendant communities. Militias

7 Private conversation, Signal, 3.11.2022.



can be looked at in terms of the governmental labour and activities that articulate the
relationship between people, space and weapon-machinery to govern weapons and military
means inside the polity as well as in relation to its constitutive outside. While there is no space
here to provide a full analysis of militias in Myanmar (Maung Aung Myoe, 2009; Buchanan,
2016; Meehan and Seng Lawn Dan, 2022), for illustrative purposes we take into consideration
the formation of larger militias non-integrated in the sit-tat first and that of village-community
militias later (for a typology, Buchanan, 2016).

Since the early 1960s (with the establishment of pyi-thu-sit (people’s war), tha-ka-sa-pha (anti-
insurgent groups), and ka-kwe-ye (home guards) schemes), larger militias in frontier spaces
between different rebel polities and the military-state have been allowed to independently
acquire weapons through cross border trafficking, especially through China and Thailand. In
the process, non-integrated militias have become part of brokerage systems essentially
managing flows of weapons in the borderlands for state as well as rebel polities. The
introduction of weapon machines to be managed has been tied to a broader socialisation of
violence and the militarisation of specific local communities related by kinship/familial bonds,
relationships of trust, respect, and friendship, descent and generational elements (Meehan and
Seng Lawn Dan, 2022). This has occurred through mobilising logics of localism (at times
inflected in ethnonational terms) and the threat of being oppressed by other communities. In
this context, the Chinese socio-cultural background of some militia leaders — that, to be true,
has been a key social capital for allowing them to play as brokers across socio-cultural and
language barriers connecting Chinese investment and Burmese politico-economic figures — has
been strongly politicised by rebel movements. One of the most infamous is the Pansay militia
operating in Namkham and Muse, northern Shan State, led by Pansay Kyaw Myint, an
economically and politically influential figure from a Chinese-speaking ethnic minority group.
A long-standing counter-insurgency militia, the Pansay militia has been involved in a range of
military activities to territorialise borderlands (Meehan, and Seng Lawn Dan 2022).
Notwithstanding its collusion with the military regime, the militia has been simultaneously
drawing from familial, patronage, and socio-cultural ties justifying its existence in terms of
local communities empowerment and protection from rebels as well as military encroachment.
The Pansay militia in the last decades has become one of the most established actors in the
narcotics trade, a role that has consolidated its weapons smuggling channels and has made it
the target of rebel movements campaigns. Rebel polities have interpreted the spread of
narcotics, and the key role played by militias and their leaders, as a genocidal strategy played
by the military-state to Burmanise the borderlands while eroding ethnic minorities. For
example, since its creation in 2009 the Palaung State Liberation Front/Ta’ang National
Liberation Army (PSLF/TNLA) has been waging an anti-narcotics war against the Pansay
militia who is deemed to be one of the primary actors responsible for drug addiction among
Ta’ang populations and for colonising parts of Ta’ang land.

Beyond being a tool to enable the agency/interests of brokers and embedding state authority
‘over there’ to make things work, governing militia-infrastructures of violence works out
identities and political spaces. The logic of ethnonationalism has been played out to manage the
weaponry introduced in the borderlands of the military-state polity. On the one hand, it is played



out by militias themselves to organise their political communities and to relate to the Bamar
military-state polity as ethnonational minorities that nonetheless can navigate class status
dealing with military-state elites. On the other hand, militias become the constitutive outside of
ethnonational rebel polities, i.e. communities that do not belong.

Formed at the initiative of the army or local communities, village-militias remain under the
supervision and command-control of military operation commands that often territorialises
them by placing one village head in command of a number of adjacent settlements participating
to the militia scheme. The village units of a militia then are provided and trained with a number
of weapons that are assigned to single members. Militiamen (less often they are women) have
to comply with a number of requirements, such as storing weapons in their households, commit
to duty shifts that remove them from their livelihood activities, or perform shooting trainings.
As a technical object in a close material relation with other technical objects and techniques —
like ammunition to be managed, spare parts that have to be repaired or replaced, intimacy with
shooting and weapons handling to be practiced, daily safe and secure storage requirements to
be met, or periodic inspections and record-keeping duties to be respected — the firearms play a
distinct role in performing the territorialisation of village community spaces and populations as
part of the Bamar military-state polity. They are the means ‘to get things done’, be it ‘to get
liberation/identity fulfilled and recognised’ or to ‘hunt’. More than means though, they are
processes and relations: the distribution and management of weaponry functions as a conduit
to introduce and embed forms of governable orders with their territorial administration that are
inherently related to the materiality of weapons and only partly related to the state grid.

In the constitution of militias there is a logistic arrangement of a number of disparate, localised,
and partially disconnected processes that are extracted from the former socio-spatial contexts
of village communities and then re-articulated and re-territorialised. This re-articulation unfolds
via the creation of new interconnections among village communities through the constitution
and management of weapons and militiamen. Distributing and consequently managing weapons
(with their ammunition, the trainings, inspections, and checks needed, for example), works to
territorialise the governable spaces of brown and black areas’ village communities as part of
the Myanmar military-state polity rather than rebel polities. First, the households of the
militiamen to whom weapons are personally assigned become the stock-site of a communal
good (the weapon) to be correctly stored/kept. Second, the institutionalisation of the militia
members - the concrete realisation of which is in fact performed through the gun and related
techniques to manage it - re-articulates household and village community labour relations
whereby the community often takes charge of the time militiamen take away from their
livelihood activities. Third, at the same time, the weapon-infrastructure of village community
militias synchronises different village communities of different villages (the militias are in fact
often organised drawing from two or more adjoining village areas) without necessarily
integrating them under the military structure strictly speaking. (This is exactly the core nature
of techniques and rationalities which circulate throughout societies rather than being clear-cut
rules/regulations.) Fourth, in doing so, it also off-loads different kinds of risk down the chain
onto local communities without providing responsibility and care to populations of the polity



while mobilising and politicising instead differences in gender and race/nationality to delineate
them.

3.4. Stratieraphy 4 - Rebel Polities Re-articulating Armed Collectives

Rebel polities too shape space at the margins working out an identification of citizenship with
territory by governing infrastructures of violence. Lway P life histories’ last passage, when she
joins in the newly formed TNLA’s drug ‘rehabilitation’ programs in 2009, can be empirically
illustrative here.

Throughout a 14-years-long process of ceasefire and disarmament (1991-2005), a political front
(PSLF) broke away from the original rebel movement that was gradually transformed into a
Tatmadaw-affiliated militia (Buscemi 2021). In parallel with the decline of the rebel polity with
its military apparatus, Ta’ang populations and spaces were gradually territorialised into the
military-state or other EAOs’ polities and subject to a Burmanisation and Shannization process,
especially through militarisation, inter-marriages, and the expansion of education systems.
While the military government constituted a Palaung Self-Administered Zone (P-SAZ) in two
townships of northern Shan State, thus mapping out an exogenous identification of both
‘Palaung’ identity and ‘Palaung’ vital space, Ta’ang communities experienced a complex
conjuncture made of narcotics proliferation and rampant drug addiction; the expansion of
energy infrastructure projects; and related outmigration towards the Thai and Chinese
borderlands. In 2009 the creation of an armed force for the political rebel front became a key
component of a broader attempt at re-shaping the ethnonational collective identity of the polity.
Take the name of the armed collective for instance: as the semi-authoritarian constitution
promulgated in 2008 enshrined the P-SAZ, the political choice of the endonym ‘Ta’ang’ for the
new army of the movement aimed to both contest the politico-geographical framing of a
Palaung identity and territory and to re-assert instead a Ta’ang polity as part of the Myanmar
polity but with a re-formulated autonomous territory and position amidst the faingyintha blunt
bio-political regime.

Initially established by drawing from the networks of humanitarian community-based
organisations, migrant communities, and sympathetic rebel movements at the Thai-Myanmar
border, the following techniques of weapons acquisition and recruitment were key to re-
articulate the armed force and the polity in Shan State.® First, PSLF/TNLA worked towards the
dismantling of village community militias and the targeting of larger militias — with their poppy
fields located in areas at the frontiers of the previous rebel movement’s area of influence — in
order to reinsert both Ta’ang militiamen and their weapons in the Ta’ang armed force. Second,
recruitment in northern Shan State Ta’ang areas relied heavily on the pressganging of drug
addicts into military service, a technique underpinned by the logic of mobilising military-related
labour while also ‘cleaning up’ the ethnonational body population from narcotics. Third, a ‘one

8 An interesting parallel can be found in the creation in 2009 too, amidst very similar conjunctures, of the Arakan
Army (AA). Similarly to PSLF/TNLA, in forming the AA, the United League of Arakan (ULA) drew heavily on
the recruitment of small-scale jade miners (so-called yaymasay) in the Hpakant Jade mines as well as Rakhine
populations at the Myanmar-Thai border.



Ta’ang household, one Ta’ang body” policy and practice guided recruitment efforts. The idea
behind it was, on the one hand, to not deprive households of essential workforce in rural
contexts and, on the other hand, to turn families into the pillars of the armed force thus also
trying to tie mixed ethnic-background household to the Ta’ang polity. Fourth, in a context in
which drug addiction was particularly impactful on the male population, PSLF/TNLA
leveraged on the figure of the woman, who had in many situations become the sole breadwinner
in the household, to legitimise the rearmament of the political front arguing for recruitment as
a practice with the function of freeing ‘Ta’ang Land’ from drugs by freeing Ta’ang households
and communities. Lastly, these rationalities and techniques of ethnonationality and narcotics
eradication informing the constitution of TNLA since the first stages allowed the Ta’ang rebel
polity to align itself with the political positioning of other rebel polities maintaining weapons
manufacturing capabilities (especially the United Wa State Party/Army (UWSP/A). In
particular the Ta’ang polity progressively embraced the idea that territory in Myanmar should
be proportionally divided according to the concentration of each ethnonational population. As
the secretary general of PSLF/TNLA recently explained: “We [PSLF/TNLA] are not greedy —
we are not demanding control of the cities, that will just lead to endless clashes. We are just
demanding the regions where the majority of the people are Ta’ang” (Frontier Myanmar 2021).

4. CONCLUSION

Through four illustrative empirical snapshots from Myanmar’s borderlands and frontiers, this
article has provided a critical analysis of the ways in which socio-material infrastructures of
governing violence shape alterity and space at the margins. Working with Roberto Esposito’s
biopolitical reading of the linkages between violence and community, allowed us to offer a
fresh perspective that foregrounds the ways in which techniques of governmentality that
manage weapons and human bodies as part of military infrastructures reproduce political and
spatial identities.

Military-state infrastructures of governing the military means naturalise the margins of different
polities as spaces outside (or on the fringes) of civilisation that potentially threaten spaces of
community. This occurs through the management of, on the one hand, the relations between
violence and the members of the political community and, on the other, between community’s
violence and the outside of the community. Infrastructures of violence performing space at the
margins perform the segmentation of the political community into different ontological
categories of alterity (we purposefully simplify here): (1) there are the Bamar majority
populations incarnating an ethnic identity closely intertwined with class/status connotations as
the fullest form of civilisation, the fullest meaning of being civilised; (2) there are the ethnic
minority communities belonging to the Myanmar/Bamar nation-state, backward forms of
identity along a civilisational trajectory of political and economic sophistication; (3) and there
are those that do not belong, such as, not only ethnonational communities that lack a political
connection with territory according to the taingyintha regime but also, recalcitrant terrorist-
defined insurgents and their polities. These alterity categories are underpinned by and
constructed through the identification of less-than-human forms of life. In this regard, the
telluric character of the rebel is politicised in order to turn individual and collective bodies into



weapons and less-than-human forms of life that are made to die to reproduce the governable
order of the Bamar military-state polity.

More than the definition of these forms of alterity in clear-cut terms, what actually perpetuates
the polity is the perpetuation of these fluid stratifications performed in/through governing
military means. This occurs via the very spatial techniques to massify armed collectives so as
to deploy violence and to allegedly immunise the community from it, such as white-brown-
black zones, community militias or rebel armies. Rebel movements too, through the
militarisation of those populations bluntly massified, divided, and made ‘surplus’ by the
military-state polity shape the collective bio-geo-political identity of their own polities. This
underlines the political potential that intercepting and governing the encounter between human
bodies and technical objects is imbued with to shape the political and spatial entity of the
political community.

In Myanmar what we find is not the perfection of the modernist institutions caring for the
biological life of the nation, but rather the fluidity of forms of alterity and space performed
through forms of violence that make up for the lack of perfection in classification and defining.
Various identities might be important to how the margins function to reproduce the polity, but
such identities remain fluid and fungible. Rather than a single spatial model - such as that of
territory as a technology of power - what defines the polity and the life that inhabits it is the
reproduction of its margins through the deployment of violence. It is not strictly speaking the
production of territory to be the logic at stake, but rather the governing of violence so as to
colonise and to redeploy armed forces in ways that attempt to uphold the boundaries of
community. As Hoffmann puts it, the goal is still to classify and contain but the spatial effects
are not the vertical space separating settler from the other, colonisers from colonised, or neither
territorial fragmentation into clear zones of sovereignty (2011). What we observe is rather
territories that overlap, overlook one another, shift boundaries, but do not map friend/enemy or
settler/native clear distinctions. From the perspectives of a ‘geography of warscape’, the article
empirically illuminated two interrelated dynamics: not only how in the governable spaces of
the frontier territorial control is shifting; but also how different governable orders produce the
vital space of their polity by shaping the specific governable spaces of the governing of weapons
and military means.
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