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Across major cities throughout the world, inflated real-
estate markets continue to exacerbate crises of affordable 
housing. Amid such conditions, squatting has emerged as 
a means to claim urban residence while bypassing the rule 
of property, resulting in densely populated informal settle-
ments stretched along urban peripheries, most notably in the 
Global South. It was this phenomenon, on a global scale, 
that led Mike Davis (2005) to speak of a ‘planet of slums’. 
But in what respect might squatting, as an initial challenge 
to private property, be said to have anti-capitalist content?

As a practice, squatting is a classic instance of direct 
action, whereby participants disregard the rule of private 
property so as to act, as David Graeber (2009: 203) defines 
it, ‘as if one is already free’ – free of state-enforced property 
rights, specifically. Moreover, as an ethnographic subject, 
squatting aligns with prominent foci in current political 
anthropology. This is because, as Nancy Postero and Eli 
Elioff (2019: 20) observe in a recent review of the litera-
ture, ‘new political anthropologies’ have been particularly 
concerned with struggles ‘to live otherwise’, or to build 
‘worlds organized otherwise’, particularly where such 
struggles contest the exclusions of a liberal capitalist order.

There is, however, an analytical risk. Anthropologists 
enthusing over seemingly progressive political alterna-
tives may simply be abstracting their ethnographic cases 
from the constitutive relations in which said cases are 
embedded. Such is Natalia Buier’s (2014: 80) argument 
regarding David Graeber’s idiosyncratic construal of anar-
chist anthropology, where an ethnographic focus on ‘alter-
native social arrangements’  ends up occluding broader 
political questions. In a similar vein, squatting has been 
celebrated as a project of creating autonomous spaces out-
side capitalism (e.g. Bey 2010). This is a position argued 
by the journal Tiqqun, for instance, whose editorial com-
mittee posits capitalism as dominant but porous, such 

that squatting operates as a practice of commoning, and 
of establishing non-capitalist enclaves (see Noys 2012: 
9-10). Along similar lines, Claudio Cattaneo and Miguel 
Martínez (2014: 7) argue that squatting offers an alterna-
tive to capitalism – an endeavour that ‘can escape from the 
capitalist logic’. However, as with the anthropological fet-
ishism of political alternatives, abstracting squatting in this 
way from its constitutive context is mystifying. It obscures 
the relations of power through which the squat is tied to 
the world around it. Amy Starecheski (2016: 29) makes a 
similar argument in her ethnography of squatting on New 
York’s Lower East Side, while also advancing a dialectical 
analysis that allows for squatter agency. Squats, she argues, 
do not operate outside capitalism – a fact that makes their 
potential reversion to private property an inherent, rather 
than simply an external, threat. Nonetheless, in seeking 
to defend squatted land, occupants may be able to exploit 
gaps and contradictions in the hegemonic property regime.

Along such lines, the case I present below illustrates 
how squatting – initially a challenge to the rule of private 
property – becomes dialectically imbricated with wider 
relations of extraction, exploitation and rule and with the 
broader capitalist context more generally. Notably, partici-
pants in this case did not articulate an explicitly anti-cap-
italist politics, thus distinguishing the case at hand from 
the squats Starecheski studied on New York’s Lower East 
Side. At one level, this challenges analytical comparison. 
But I would suggest that this fact makes the present case 
all the more relevant for assessing squatting’s anti-capi-
talist content, which emerges out of proletarian survival 
tactics, irrespective of participants’  expressed political 
commitments. I argue, in short, against the hypostatization 
of squatting – against conceiving the squat as a thing in 
itself, autonomous of its constitutive context. Ultimately, 
squatting is anti-capitalist only insofar as it is a moment 
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Fig. 1. Mister Khin fixing a 
length of string and planting 
water spinach seedlings. S
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in struggle – a refusal of relations of extraction, exploita-
tion and rule, where the potential re-emergence of private 
property remains inherent. Such, at least, are the contradic-
tory conditions of life at Yadana – a squatter settlement 
set between factories and warehouses on the industrial 
outskirts of Myanmar’s former capital, Yangon, where I 
have been researching since 2016. Although the site’s first 
residents arrived in the early 1990s, Yadana has been most 
extensively populated since the mid-2000s. The settlement 
comprises at present around 1,000 households, whose 
inhabitants are mostly former villagers pushed out of rural 
livelihoods and now pursuing low-income occupations in 
the city, all the while under an enduring threat of evic-
tion. Despite its large size, the settlement’s residents are 
but a fraction of the estimated half-a-million squatters who 
currently reside in hundreds of informal settlements along 
Yangon’s urban periphery (Forbes 2016: 207).

Reconstituted peasants on an industrial frontier

At Yadana’s north end, 36-year-old Mister Khin was up to 
his belly in water. While it was not at that moment raining, 
Mister Khin had nonetheless needed to wait for the rainy 
season to begin and for the plot behind his home to flood 
before being able to plant his water spinach, otherwise 
known as water morning glory – ipomoea aquatica. What 
Mister Khin was presently planting – or more accurately, 
tying to strings stretched across that flooded plot of land – 
were seedlings of the so-called Burmese strain of the plant.

At roughly 200m², Mister Khin’s agricultural plot was 
the smallest of seven such plots in the Yadana settlement. 
Now in his third year of cultivating water spinach, Mister 
Khin had originally laid claim to this piece of land by 
clearing the wild reeds and lilies growing on the site – a 
site that the city’s urban planners had designated for pri-
vate sale and eventual factory construction. Thus, although 
Mister Khin had no legal ownership of the plot, the initial 
labour of clearing the land had earned him, he believed, de 
facto ownership grounded in an ‘understanding’ (nalehmu) 
with his neighbours. Consequently, no other squatters, he 
felt certain, would encroach on his plot – whether to culti-
vate or construct a new dwelling. Prior to his current water 

spinach venture, Mister Khin had not once engaged in cul-
tivation; his working life had been restricted to waiting 
tables at tea shops and restaurants in urban Yangon – a 
livelihood he had begun at the age of nine after his family 
had moved to the city.

Given the small size of his plot, Mister Khin had no need 
to hire additional labourers. As neither boss nor employee, 
Mister Khin saw his work as self-employment – kobaing 
alok. And that, he felt, had definite value. ‘When you work 
for someone else, you have to work whether you want to 
or not’, he explained. ‘Whether the job is good or bad, 
you just have to keep working. And you have to endure 
harassment’. And that was why his present situation, he 
felt, was superior to wage labour. ‘When you have land, 
you’re your own boss. You don’t have to follow someone 
else’s orders’. Thus, labouring on his own terms, in a 
month’s time, Mister Khin would begin harvesting his 
water spinach to meet orders he would receive in advance 
from vegetable vendors in town. Such harvesting never 
took him more than a few hours, but he still had to begin 
at 3am, wearing a headlamp to see in the dark, for the 
vegetable sellers opened their stalls at 6am. In this way, 
Mister Khin earned around three quarters of his household 
income. His wife, who worked at an unlicensed whisky 
distillery, contributed the rest.

Fig. 2. Mister Khin planting 
water spinach seedlings. 
Fig. 3. Mister Win bundling 
water spinach, and Mister 
Shwe (with hat) loading 
bundles on the dock.
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Investigating the historical emergence of smallholder 
agriculture in the Caribbean, Sidney Mintz (1989: 132) 
once argued that the region’s peasantry had first appeared 
in the 16th and 17th centuries as a ‘mode of resistance’ 
to colonial rule. As Mintz proceeded to document, the 
Caribbean peasantry of that era comprised runaway 
slaves, former indentured labourers and sundry squatters 
who took to smallholder cultivation as a means to stay out 
of slavery and other forms of colonial servitude. Having 
moved into smallholder cultivation, these one-time slaves 
and indentured labourers were, Mintz argued, as though 
peasants reconstituted: ‘Caribbean peasantries are, in this 
view, reconstituted peasantries, having begun other than 
as peasants – in slavery, as deserters or runaways, as plan-
tation laborers, or whatever – and becoming peasants in 
some kind of resistant response to an externally imposed 
regimen’ (ibid.). It was because of this against-the-grain 
reading of Caribbean history that Jean Besson (2018: 244), 
in placing Mintz’s analysis in a more contemporary con-
text, writes that the latter saw peasantization as a critique 
of capitalism.

In similar ways, Mister Khin saw his own cultivation of 
water spinach on squatted land as a means of staying out of 
capitalist employment, with all the restrictions and mana-
gerial harassment that such wage labour entails. It is in this 
respect that squatting, in transgressing the rule of property, 
becomes a moment in the struggle with anti-capitalist con-
tent. But if urban agriculture enables squatters to avoid 
subordination in wage labour, why have so few squatters 
pursued such livelihoods? Many more would if they could, 
argued Mister Khin, but ‘most people don’t have land’ – to 
which he added as elaboration: ‘At the moment, I’ve got a 
small home here, as well as this little plot of land. But the 
people who live over there [elsewhere in the settlement], 
they’ve only got a plot for a small home – nothing else. 
Next to them, there’s a home. And behind them, there’s 
a home. So they’re unable to cultivate water spinach’. 
Mister Khin’s preference for smallholder cultivation 
over wage labour – a preference he believed to be widely 
shared – suggests that rural-urban migration does not in 
itself indicate an unambiguous desire among migrants for 

waged employment over peasant livelihoods, as the World 
Bank (2014: 28) has implied in the Myanmar context.

Closure of the local squatter frontier

A month after the sowing of water spinach in Yadana’s 
seven plots, the plants were ready to harvest. Elsewhere 
in the settlement, and similarly up to his belly in water, 
was Mister Win. Being 6.30am, the sun had risen and the 
42-year-old agricultural worker had switched off, removed 
and set aside his headlamp. Mister Win and the other two 
workers employed for the day on that particular plot had 
begun harvesting at 2am. They had thus needed those 
headlamps to see their hands in the dark of the night as 
they handled the plants – pinching, pulling and piling the 
leafy vegetables to one side. In that way, the three agricul-
tural labourers were set to work for over eight hours – har-
vesting and tying 400 bundles of water spinach, as per the 
day’s order. It was Mister Shwe, however, who ‘owned’, if 
only de facto, the plot in question, which at roughly 2,000 
m², or nearly half an acre, was the largest of the seven plots 
in Yadana. It was also Mister Shwe who would transport 
the vegetables by motorcycle to a market in town – a trip 
he would need to make three times that day in order to 
move the whole order. Each of his three employees was to 
be paid at a rate of 8 per cent of the value of the order. But 
the workers would only receive their pay at the end of the 
day once the vendor had sold the last of the batch. At the 
going rate of 250 kyat per bundle, Mister Win and his two 
co-workers were each expecting 8,000 kyat cash in hand, 
or 24,000 kyat total, with Mister Shwe keeping the 76,000 
kyat remainder.

That Mister Shwe was in the more profitable position 
of employer in this arrangement was in part a matter of 
timing. When he arrived at Yadana six years prior, the site 
had been sparsely inhabited. The newly arrived squatter 
had therefore been able to clear land – at the time, vacant 
– on which to subsequently cultivate water spinach. It had
been with this land as capital that Mister Shwe went on 
to profit with the use of hired labour. Mister Win, mean-
while, had arrived at Yadana some three years later, at a 
time when there was no more vacant land available to clear 

Fig. 4. Mister Win tying 
bundles of water spinach 
on the dock.
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Figs 5 & 6. The Yadana 
squatter settlement in the 
rainy and the hot season.
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for cultivation; the squatter frontier at Yadana was by then 
effectively closed. ‘Obviously it would be better’, grum-
bled Mister Win, as he stacked bundles of water spinach 
on the dock and pondered the counterfactual of possessing 
a plot of his own instead of having to labour like this for a 
wage. Such fantasies aside, his present harvesting job was 
intermittent. Although he would labour like this every day 
for a week, he would then need to wait at least another 
10 days for the plants to regrow, during which time he 
anticipated soliciting casual labour portering deliveries at 
nearby warehouses.

A land dynamic quite similar to the Yadana experience 
played out among indigenous Luaje cultivators in upland 
Sulawesi, Indonesia, as Tania Murray Li (2014) docu-
mented over the two decades spanning the turn of the 21st 
century. There, the historical experience had long been one 
of shifting cultivation on an open land frontier. Cultivators 
would clear forest growth to make space for small hor-
ticultural plots, but would need to move on after several 
years so as to allow the depleted earth to rejuvenate. So 
long as there was land available, prospective cultivators 
were able to establish their own gardens, without being 
compelled to take on wage labour along the coast. In this 
context, coastal markets thus provided an opportunity for 
crop sales. But upland cultivators could also consume their 
crops themselves if they found the market rates less than 
appealing. However, the expansion of plantation agri-
culture – the boom crop of cacao, specifically – led to a 
closure of the local land frontier. Individuals left landless 
were then compelled to seek out wage labour as a means 
of livelihood, since cultivation of their own land was no 
longer an option; many also fell into debt.

At the Yadana squatter settlement, such dynamics illu-
minate the contradictions of squatting as an anti-capitalist 
practice. To be sure, squatting at Yadana challenges the 
established hegemony of private property. Dispossessed 
ex-rural dwellers have laid non-market claim to land 
demarcated for private sale and eventual factory construc-
tion. Squatting at the Yadana settlement has in this way 
been a form of direct action, with residents living under 
the persistent threat of eviction. In addition, at least some 

of Yadana’s residents have argued for their ‘right of use’, 
as against a ‘defence of absolute private property’, which 
is a political stance that Cattaneo and Martínez (2014: 
3-4) attribute to the more overtly anti-capitalist squatters’ 
movement in Europe. And in cases like Mister Khin’s 
water spinach cultivation, squatting has provided residents 
with the means to evade subordination in capitalist wage 
labour.

And yet, Yadana is neither outside nor autonomous of 
capitalism; the site and its residents remain embedded in 
capitalist relations of extraction and exploitation and state 
relations of rule. It is for this reason that, notwithstanding 
the initial challenge squatting poses to the rule of property, 
a potential reversion to private ownership and state rule 
remains inherent from the start. Thus, with the exhaustion 
of vacant land on the site, real estate and rental markets 
emerged from among the squatters themselves. And petty 
capitalists like Mister Shwe were able to claim without 
cost land as capital for subsequent profit – exploiting hired 
labour to this end.

This is not to dismiss the political significance of squat-
ting as a challenge to the status quo, or to deny the practice 
its anti-capitalist potential. But squatting is anti-capitalist 
only insofar as it is a moment in struggle. To assert oth-
erwise would be to hypostasize the squat – to treat it as a 
thing in itself, conceptually severed from the wider social 
context through which it is constituted. l
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