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A B S T R A C T

For years, the Cambodian state has signed away indigenous peoples’ land to large-scale plantations. At the same
time, the state has set up an intricate titling process that would allow indigenous peoples to officially register
their land and protect it against dispossession. The Bunong ethnic minority from Bu Sra in Northeast Cambodia
started to engage in such a land titling process around ten years ago. When they tried to register as an ‘in-
digenous community’ with the Ministry of Interior, it became apparent that defining the boundaries of a com-
munity is a highly political matter. Bunong villagers, non-profit organization staff and state bureaucrats all
engaged in politics of ‘community’ and space-making in this ongoing struggle over territory.

Arguing that the process of recognition of community and territory is strongly contested and involves con-
trasting ontologies of community, place and belonging, I focus on the incommensurability between Bunong
notions of legitimate claimants/claims and actual titled communities and territories that legalization produced. I
give ethnographic evidence of generational power dynamics, NGO involvement and fraught mapping processes
by drawing on concepts of hegemony, consent and refusal. Problematizing the making of indigenous commu-
nities for the sake of titling, I discuss the practical and theoretical implications of this process of recognition.

1. Introduction

The rapid expansion of large-scale rubber plantations on indigenous
customary agricultural land and forest in Cambodia has created a frenzy
to register communities and their territories. Indigenous, human rights
and United Nations organizations have encouraged communities to
engage in the titling process in order to prevent them from losing their
lands. When villagers of the Bunong ethnic minority in Bu Sra com-
mune in Northeastern Cambodia tried to register as indigenous com-
munities in 2009, however, they were not able to do so on their own
terms of social, political and spatial organization based on lineage af-
filiation. Instead, the categories available would require them to reg-
ister as broader ‘indigenous communities’ for abstract spaces that did
not align with the territories they claimed.

In Bu Sra, different layers of place-making characterize today’s
complex situation of land tenure and use: War, displacement, resettle-
ment and dispossession played decisive roles and such “previous sedi-
mentations remained consequential even as they became reworked”
(Moore, 2005:3). Key to the Bunong people’s notion of territory is a
sense of place and belonging, which is reflected in the customary tenure
system. For the Bunong, who were primarily swidden cultivators until

10 years ago, the word bri refers to land and a bri taem is a place of
origin.1 The primary unit of Bunong social organization is the descent
group. The relation between a descent group’s bri taem and the group
itself is conceived as one of mutual belonging. A bri taem is a particular
place where individuals from specific descent groups negotiate social
relations and access to forests and swidden fields. Before the land titling
process, villagers belonging to a specific bri taem did not claim an ab-
stract space (Lefebvre, 1991) of ‘Bunong land’, understood as in-
digenous territory for indigenous people. But it was exactly this generic
notion of land, as indigenous yet abstract space, which was suggested
by organizations promoting collective land titling in Bu Sra. Moreover,
given the important role of descent groups for the Bunongs’ sense of
place and belonging, one might assume that they were registered as
communities, but as I will show, this was not the case. This article re-
veals how the process of community and boundary making for the sake
of indigenous land titling disregarded the previous Bunong notion of a
group of people who can legitimately lay claim to a particular area of
land.

Using the example of titling indigenous land in Bu Sra commune, I
explore the theoretical and practical implications of recognizing in-
digenous communities as so-called legal entities with collective rights
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1 Literally, bri means ‘forest’ and taem means ‘original’.
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