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Abstract 
This article analyzes the acquisition of customary land by the Dayak indigenous 
community in the expansion of oil palm plantations in Sintang Regency, West 
Kalimantan, by highlighting the role of village government as a mediator in corporate 
territorialization. Unlike studies that often frame agrarian conflict as a binary contest 
between companies and indigenous communities, this article argues that control over 
customary land is produced through a configuration of power involving state legality, 
corporate strategy, village legitimacy, local elites, and community fragmentation. 
Using a critical qualitative approach based on an agrarian case study, data were 
collected through in-depth interviews, field observations, and document analysis, 
including land release letters, village deliberation minutes, planning documents, 
regional maps, and community complaint archives. The findings show that village 
government does not always act as a neutral administrative institution, but may 
function as an administrative legitimizer, broker of consent, institutional translator, 
and amplifier of fragmentation in customary land release. Through deliberations, 
administrative documents, cooperatives, partnership schemes, and development 
narratives, customary land is redefined as productive land integrated into corporate 
production regimes. This process generates spatial, social, political, and symbolic 
agrarian fragmentation while weakening the collective capacity of indigenous 
communities to defend their living space. Nevertheless, Dayak communities build 
resistance through customary claims, territorial boundary documentation, 
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complaints, advocacy, and alliances with supporting actors. The article proposes the 
concept of village-mediated corporate territorialization to explain how agrarian 
capital gains local legitimacy and why protecting customary rights is essential for just, 
inclusive, and sustainable social development in contemporary Indonesia. 

 
Keywords: customary land; Dayak indigenous people; corporate territorialization; 
village government; agrarian fragmentation; oil palm plantations. 

 
1. Introduction 

The expansion of global capital in the natural resources sector has transformed the relationship 
between states, markets, local communities, and agrarian space. Economic liberalization, increased 
investment flows, and strengthening global demand for plantation commodities have led to the emergence 
of various forms of large-scale land ownership. One of the most prominent sectors in this process is the 
palm oil plantation industry. In many producing countries, including Indonesia, palm oil is positioned as 
a strategic commodity due to its contribution to economic growth, national exports, job creation, and 
regional development. However, behind this narrative of economic success, palm oil expansion also raises 
complex social issues, particularly when plantation expansion occurs on the living spaces of indigenous 
peoples and rural communities (Ayompe et al., 2021; McCarthy, 2010). 

In the literature on agrarian political economy, palm oil plantation expansion cannot be understood 
solely as modern agricultural development. This expansion is also linked to land grabbing, land 
commodification, and spatial reorganization that allows capital to operate through land control, concession 
legalization, and control of community access to agrarian resources (Berenschot et al., 2022; Pichler, 2015). 
In this context, land is not only a factor of production but also an arena for power struggles between the 
state, corporations, local elites, and indigenous communities. Through location permits, land use rights, 
concession maps, partnership schemes, and development planning documents, land previously managed 
based on social and customary norms can be transformed into a capitalist production space subject to the 
logic of accumulation (de Vos, 2018; Pichler, 2015). Various studies show that the process of acquiring 
plantation land often takes place through the transformation and even obscuration of customary rights 
and local authority, thereby increasing the vulnerability of communities to agrarian dispossession 
(Berenschot & Dhiaulhaq, 2025; Rietberg & Hospes, 2018). 

These changes have serious consequences for indigenous communities. For indigenous 
communities, land not only holds economic value but also holds historical, genealogical, ecological, 
spiritual, and cultural significance. Land is the basis for sustainable livelihoods, collective identity, kinship 
relations, and the relationship between humans and nature. Various studies of indigenous communities in 
Indonesia's palm oil frontier regions show that loss of access to customary land is often accompanied by 
changes in livelihood patterns, weakened food sovereignty, degradation of social relations, and disruption 
of cultural reproduction and community identity (Chao, 2024; Urano, 2020). In Dayak communities, 
customary land, or pemali land, constitutes a living space regulated through customary norms, traditional 
institutional authority, and collective management mechanisms. Through this system, communities 
regulate territorial boundaries, the use of forests, fields, gardens, rivers, sacred areas, and the rights and 
obligations of community members. Therefore, the transfer of customary land to plantation companies 
not only means changes in land ownership, but also changes in social structures, power relations, and the 
sustainability of community life (Toumbourou & Dressler, 2024; Urano, 2020). 

The main problem arises when customary-based land tenure systems confront the formal state 
legal system. In many cases, state law places greater weight on administrative evidence such as certificates, 
business permits, spatial maps, and concession documents. Conversely, customary claims based on 
historical tenure, collective memory, natural boundaries, and social legitimacy are often viewed as weaker. 
This imbalance in legal recognition demonstrates the imbalanced operation of legal pluralism, where more 
than one legal system exists within a society, but formal state law exerts a dominant coercive force. As a 
result, indigenous communities are vulnerable when confronted with companies that derive legitimacy 
from the state (Lund, 2023; Pichler, 2015; van der Muur, 2018). 
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Previous studies have extensively discussed agrarian conflicts, palm oil expansion, land grabbing, 
deforestation, changes in livelihoods, and indigenous community resistance. Studies on land grabbing 
highlight how global capital gains access to land through market mechanisms, state policies, and formal 
legal force (Berenschot & Dhiaulhaq, 2025; Jurkevics, 2022). The literature on accumulation by 
dispossession explains that capital expansion often occurs through the forced release or weakening of 
community rights to resources through legal and administrative instruments that benefit dominant actors 
(Pichler, 2015; Suhardiman et al., 2026). Meanwhile, studies on territorialization show that states and 
corporations control space by establishing boundaries, creating maps, determining territorial functions, 
regulating access, and excluding certain groups from resources they previously managed (de Vos et al., 
2018; Myers et al., 2017; Peluso et al., 2008). However, most of these studies still tend to position agrarian 
conflicts as direct conflicts between indigenous communities and corporations, or between local 
communities and the state. 

A key gap that has not been sufficiently explained by these studies is how village governance 
functions as a local legalization mechanism, linking state policies, corporate strategies, and the weakening 
of customary claims in the process of acquiring customary land. Yet, in many cases of oil palm plantation 
expansion, villages are not merely administrative arenas where conflict occurs, but rather part of the power 
configuration that can determine the direction of land control. Various studies have shown that land 
acquisition processes often occur through the transformation of local authority, negotiations mediated by 
village elites, and the production of legality that gains social legitimacy at the local level (Lund, 2023; 
Rietberg & Hospes, 2018; Urano, 2020). Through village planning documents, support from local elites, 
facilitation of deliberations, the formation of cooperatives, and the administrative legitimacy of land 
release, village governance can strengthen the position of corporations while weakening the capacity of 
indigenous communities to defend their customary land (Rietberg & Hospes, 2018; Urano, 2020). 

This article explores this gap. The main argument of this article is that the acquisition of customary 
land in oil palm plantation expansion does not simply occur through a binary relationship between 
corporations and indigenous communities. This process occurs through a more complex configuration of 
power, namely the interplay between state legality, corporate territorialization strategies, and the legitimacy 
of village governments. In this configuration, village governments cannot be understood solely as neutral 
local administrative institutions. Villages can, in fact, become nodes of power that determine whether 
customary land is maintained as community living space or converted into corporate production space. 
This article offers a reading that village governments can function as mediators, facilitators, and 
instruments of legitimacy in the process of corporate territorialization (de Vos et al., 2018; Lund, 2023). 

The novelty of this article lies in its conceptualization of village-mediated corporate 
territorialization, a process whereby corporate control of space depends not only on state permits and 
concession maps, but also on administrative legitimacy, local elite support, and the use of village planning 
documents. This concept demonstrates that corporate territorialization operates in layers through state 
structures, village governments, and local social mechanisms (Kurniawan & Rye, 2025). Unlike studies that 
emphasize oil palm expansion as an economic project or agrarian conflict as solely a land dispute, this 
article demonstrates that customary land control occurs through a socio-political process involving the 
production of welfare discourses, administrative manipulation, the use of village planning documents, the 
formation of local elite support, and the internal fragmentation of indigenous communities. 

Agrarian fragmentation is a significant consequence of this process. When customary lands 
previously managed collectively are mapped, measured, compensated, certified, or incorporated into 
plantation schemes, land tenure structures are fragmented (McCarthy, 2010). This fragmentation occurs 
not only spatially but also in social relations. Indigenous communities can be divided between groups that 
accept and reject companies, between village elites and ordinary citizens, between those receiving 
compensation and those losing access, and between villages with differing boundary claims. In situations 
like these, agrarian conflicts no longer take the form of vertical conflicts between communities and 
companies but also develop into horizontal conflicts within and between communities (Toumbourou & 
Dressler, 2024). 
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Indigenous resistance emerges in response to exclusion, the weakening of rights, and the 
appropriation of living space. This resistance can take the form of refusals to measure land, protests against 
land clearing, the reaffirmation of customary claims, community deliberations, complaints to the 
government, and even collective mobilization to defend customary territories. However, indigenous 
resistance often occurs within unequal spaces. Companies have formal legal support through state permits, 
while village governments can provide local political legitimacy for land release processes. In these 
circumstances, indigenous resistance spaces can be localized, weakened, or even broken through a 
combination of administrative, economic, and symbolic power (Berenschot et al., 2022). 

West Kalimantan is an important empirical area for understanding these dynamics. This province 
is one of the main areas for oil palm plantation expansion in Indonesia and is also home to various Dayak 
communities with customary land tenure systems (Rietberg & Hospes, 2018). Sintang Regency, as one of 
the areas experiencing large-scale plantation development, demonstrates how Dayak customary lands, 
forests, fields, gardens, rivers, and residential areas are being targeted by corporate expansion. In this 
region, customary land claims of indigenous communities clash with state licensing policies, investment 
interests, and support for plantation development by some village government elites. 

In the Dayak community of Sintang, customary land (pemali) is a crucial foundation for the 
community's socio-ecological sustainability. This land not only provides a livelihood through fields, rubber 
plantations, food crops, and forest products, but also serves as a binding space for social relations and 
cultural identity (Majid Cooke, 2012). However, when plantation companies entered through location 
permits and local government support, customary land began to be reconstructed as potential land for oil 
palm production. This process demonstrates a clash between customary territorialization based on history, 
natural boundaries, and collective norms and corporate territorialization based on concession maps, 
economic calculations, and formal legal documents (Pichler, 2015). 

This article aims to answer three main questions. First, how do corporate territorialization 
strategies operate in the process of acquiring customary land for Dayak indigenous communities? Second, 
how does the power of village government play a role in legitimizing, facilitating, or weakening indigenous 
community resistance to land acquisition? Third, how does the land acquisition process generate agrarian 
fragmentation and shape patterns of social resistance amidst the expansion of oil palm plantations? 
Through these three questions, this article seeks to demonstrate that agrarian conflict in oil palm expansion 
needs to be understood as a relational process involving the state, corporations, village governments, and 
indigenous communities in a struggle for control over space. 

This article contributes to the development of agrarian sociology, community development, and 
rural political economy by expanding the concept of territorialization into an analysis of power relations 
at the village level. It demonstrates that territorialization is not solely carried out by the state through 
spatial planning policies and concession permits, or by corporations through plantation maps and 
production schemes, but is also mediated by village governments through local administrative and political 
legitimacy. Therefore, villages become a crucial arena for understanding how capital gains access to 
customary lands and how indigenous peoples' resistance is shaped, negotiated, or weakened. 

This article emphasizes that oil palm plantation expansion cannot be assessed solely by measures 
of economic growth or investment expansion. Concession-based development that ignores customary 
rights, customary legal systems, and community social sustainability has the potential to generate agrarian 
inequality, social vulnerability, and prolonged conflict. This study is crucial for formulating more just, 
inclusive, and sustainable social development policies, particularly regarding the protection of indigenous 
peoples and the management of agrarian resources in rural areas. 

 
 
2. Theoretical Framework 

The concept of corporate territorialization serves as a primary framework for explaining how 
plantation companies gain control over customary lands of indigenous communities through a 
combination of legal, administrative, and political instruments. Territorialization is understood as the 
process of establishing control over space through boundary delimitation, legalization of access rights, 
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land use regulations, and the establishment of legitimate authority over an area (Kurniawan & Rye, 2025; 
Lund, 2023). In the context of oil palm plantation expansion, this process occurs through location permits, 
land use rights (Hak Guna Usaha), concession maps, and various administrative mechanisms that 
transform customary spaces into corporate production spaces. Land control is exercised not only through 
physical control of the land but also through the production of legitimacy, enabling companies to acquire 
rights over areas previously managed communally by indigenous communities (de Vos et al., 2018; Pichler, 
2015). 

To understand how this spatial control occurs, this study utilizes the accumulation-by-
dispossession perspective, which explains that capital expansion often occurs through the transfer of 
access and control over resources previously under community control. In the context of oil palm 
plantations, the acquisition of customary land is a form of dispossession that does not always occur 
through direct coercion, but can be carried out through legal procedures, compensation, administrative 
agreements, or development policies that provide legitimacy for land acquisition (Ito et al., 2014; Pichler, 
2015). This perspective helps explain that the transformation of customary land into corporate production 
assets is part of the capital accumulation process supported by institutional structures and state policies 
(Lund, 2023; Suhardiman et al., 2026). 

The perspective of legal pluralism is used to explain the contestation between customary and 
formal legal claims regarding land ownership. Indigenous Dayak communities base their land rights on 
historical ownership, customary norms, natural boundaries, and community legitimacy, while corporations 
derive legitimacy through permit documents and state regulations. When these two systems collide, state 
law generally holds a more dominant position, supported by administrative and political power 
(McWilliam, 2006; Tegnan, 2015). In such situations, village governments become crucial actors mediating 
the relationship between the state, corporations, and indigenous communities. Through administrative 
support, facilitation of deliberation, and local political legitimacy, village governments can play a role in 
strengthening the process of corporate territorialization (Kurniawan & Rye, 2025). Based on this 
framework, the study argues that customary land acquisition, agrarian fragmentation, and indigenous 
community resistance are the result of interactions between corporate territorialization strategies, agrarian 
disposal mechanisms, legal pluralism, and institutional mediation of village government (Afrizal & 
Berenschot, 2022; Gilbert & Afrizal, 2019). 
 
3. Research methodology 

This research employs a critical qualitative design with an agrarian case study approach to analyze 
how the acquisition of customary land by the Dayak indigenous community occurs through the interplay 
of state legality, corporate strategies, and village government power (Hyett et al., 2014; Lai & Roccu, 2019). 
qualitative approach was chosen because this research focuses on an in-depth understanding of power 
relations, the social experiences of indigenous communities, local legitimacy practices, and the dynamics 
of resistance that cannot be adequately explained through quantitative measurements (Nelson & Evans, 
2014; Peters, 2022). A critical orientation is used to examine how customary land is reconstructed as an 
investment object, how village authorities play a role in the land release process, and how indigenous 
communities respond to these changes in spatial control structures (Das, 2015; Lai & Roccu, 2019). 

Case studies were chosen because they allow the research to position agrarian conflict as a socio-
political process tied to the local context and understood in depth through the interactions between the 
actors, institutions, and structures that shape it (Baxter & Jack, 2015; Crowe et al., 2011). In this study, the 
case of oil palm plantation expansion in the Dayak community area of Sintang Regency, West Kalimantan, 
is positioned as an empirical arena for understanding the workings of village-mediated corporate 
territorialization. The research focuses on three main aspects: the company's strategy in gaining access to 
customary land, the role of village government in producing administrative and social legitimacy, and the 
forms of agrarian fragmentation and indigenous community resistance that emerge because of this process. 
Placing the case as the unit of analysis allows the research to understand the relationship between the 
phenomenon of agrarian conflict and the surrounding socio-political context more comprehensively 
(Mtisi, 2022; Vold Hansen, 2022). 
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3.1. Data Sources and Informant Selection Criteria 

Research data was obtained from three main sources: in-depth interviews, field observations, and 
secondary documentation. The use of multiple data sources was intended to strengthen triangulation, 
increase the credibility of the findings, and reduce reliance on a single type of data (Natow, 2020; 
Schlunegger et al., 2024). In-depth interviews were conducted with actors involved or affected by the 
customary land acquisition process, as qualitative interviews allow researchers to explore the actors' 
experiences, interpretations, social positions, and knowledge in detail (Harvey, 2011). Research informants 
included traditional leaders, customary land owners or managers, residents who accepted or rejected the 
company's presence, village officials, former village officials, cooperative or partnership group 
administrators, community advocacy activists, and other parties with knowledge of the history of land 
ownership and the entry of oil palm plantations. 

Table 1. Profile of interview informants. 
Code Role / Affiliation Age 

Range 

Gender Data Contribution 

I1 Dayak traditional leaders 55–70 Male History of customary land, customary boundaries, 

and the meaning of customary land 

I2 Customary land owners/managers 45–65 Male Land control, compensation processes, and changes 

in land access 

I3 Residents who reject the company 35–55 Female Experiences of resistance, loss of land access, and 

community conflict 

I4 Residents who accept the company 30–50 Male Reasons for receiving compensation, economic 

expectations, and partnership schemes 

I5 Village officials 40–60 Male Village roles in deliberation, administration, and 

legitimacy of land release 

I6 Former village officials 50–65 Male History of negotiations, company entry processes, 

and changes in village policies 

I7 Cooperative/partnership group 

administrators 

35–55 Male Partnership schemes, benefit distribution, and 

community-company relationships 

I8 Indigenous community advocates 30–45 Female Advocacy, community complaints, and customary 

rights protection strategies 

 
Note: All informant identities are disguised to maintain confidentiality and ethical protection in research. 

Informants were selected purposively, considering their direct involvement in agrarian conflicts or 
negotiations. This technique is suitable for qualitative research because it allows for the selection of the 
most relevant, information-rich informants, and aligns with the research objectives (Campbell et al., 2020). 
The main criteria for informants were: (1) knowledge of the history of customary land, customary 
boundaries, and collective land management mechanisms; (2) involvement in deliberations, negotiations, 
compensation, or land release to companies; (3) experience in resistance, complaints, or rejection of land 
acquisitions; and (4) holding diverse social positions, whether as village elites, traditional leaders, ordinary 
citizens, or supporting actors. Snowball sampling was used to find additional informants based on referrals 
from initial informants, particularly to identify key actors involved in informal processes, such as closed 
negotiations, granting consent, or resolving internal conflicts. This strategy is commonly used when actor 
networks are difficult to map initially and access relies on social referrals (Noy, 2008; Parker et al., 2016). 
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Field observations were conducted to understand the social and spatial conditions of the areas 
subject to agrarian conflict. Observations focused on the location of customary land, former community 
fields or gardens, natural boundaries used in customary claims, areas cleared for oil palm plantations, village 
offices, and social spaces where communities held deliberations or consolidation. Observations are 
important because they enable researchers to understand social practices, spatial relations, and empirical 
contexts that do not always emerge explicitly in interviews (Moser & Korstjens, 2018). Through these 
observations, the research seeks to understand how spatial changes occur in concrete terms, including 
changes in community access to land, forests, rivers, gardens, and areas of customary significance. 

Secondary data were used to supplement field data. The documents analyzed included land release 
letters, minutes of village deliberations, area or concession maps, village planning documents, archives of 
community complaints, regulations related to plantations and indigenous peoples' rights, reports from civil 
society organizations, media coverage, and other relevant documents. Document analysis is a qualitative 
method useful for tracing historical traces, policies, administrative processes, and institutional 
constructions of an event (Bowen, 2009). These documents are not treated as neutral data but are analyzed 
as part of the production of legality and legitimacy in the process of customary land acquisition, as 
documents need to be read critically as social artifacts that both record and shape relations of power, 
bureaucracy, and claims of authority (Dalglish et al., 2020). 

 
3.2. Data Analysis Procedures 

Data analysis was conducted in stages through a process of reduction, categorization, thematic 
interpretation, and critical reading of power relations. This approach allowed researchers to move 
iteratively between empirical data and conceptual constructions, allowing social meaning to be 
systematically developed from the field data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). In the first stage, all interview results, 
observation notes, and research documents were transcribed and compiled into a data corpus. The data 
were then read repeatedly to identify initial themes related to the history of customary land tenure, the 
entry of companies, the role of village government, forms of compensation, changes in land access, 
internal conflicts, and indigenous community resistance strategies. Repeated reading and familiarization 
with the data were essential steps in developing analytical sensitivity to patterns of meaning emerging from 
the qualitative data (Nowell et al., 2017). 

The second stage involved open coding to identify empirical categories emerging from the data. 
Open coding allowed for the identification of concepts and categories derived directly from informants' 
experiences and narratives, while a follow-up coding process helped conceptually establish relationships 
between categories (Harvey, 2011). Initial codes included, among others, “customary land,” “customary 
boundaries,” “village deliberation,” “company permits,” “land compensation,” “village elite support,” “resistance from 
residents,” “community fragmentation,” and “customary resistance”. Axial coding was then conducted to connect 
these categories into broader analytical patterns. For example, codes regarding village deliberations, letters 
of agreement, and support from local elites were analyzed as part of village legitimacy mechanisms; while 
codes regarding inter-resident conflict, differing attitudes toward companies, and contested boundary 
claims were analyzed as forms of agrarian fragmentation. This process of developing relationships between 
categories helped generate deeper explanations of the social mechanisms at work behind the empirical 
events (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019). 

The third stage employs critical discourse analysis of documents, actor statements, and 
development narratives used in the land acquisition process. Critical discourse analysis is used to identify 
how language, representation, and discursive practices contribute to the formation of legitimacy, power 
relations, and the normalization of certain policies (Wodak & Meyer, 2015). This analysis focuses on how 
terms such as" development," "partnership," "welfare," "vacant land," "community consent," and "village investment" 
are used to justify the transformation of customary land into corporate production spaces. In this way, the 
research interprets the conflict not only as a physical dispute over land but also as a struggle for meaning, 
legitimacy, and authority. This approach aligns with the tradition of critical discourse analysis, which views 
language as a social practice that plays a role in the reproduction and contestation of power relations 
(Fairclough, 2013). 
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The fourth stage is a qualitative spatial analysis of changes in spatial control. Data from interviews, 
observations, and map documents are used to explore how customary territories are remapped, measured, 
compensated, or incorporated into plantation schemes. The integration of narrative and spatial data allows 
researchers to understand processes of spatial production, territorial change, and the dynamics of resource 
control that cannot always be explained through textual data alone (Elwood, 2006; Knigge & Cope, 2006). 
This analysis helps explain how corporate territorialization works through boundary changes, access 
arrangements, and the placement of customary lands within the legal-formal frameworks of companies 
and the state. A spatial-qualitative approach also allows for a more in-depth reading of the relationship 
between mapping practices, territorial claims, and the formation of spatial authority (Elwood, 2006). 

 
3.3. Ethical considerations and research reflexivity  

Ethical considerations were crucial to this research because customary land, agrarian conflict, and 
indigenous resistance are sensitive issues (R. M. Shaw et al., 2020). All informants were provided with an 
explanation of the research objectives, the type of data collected, and the potential use of the data in 
academic publications. Informant consent was obtained prior to the interviews as part of the application 
of the principle of informed consent in social research (Ferreira & Serpa, 2018). Informant names, specific 
village names, or other identities that could potentially pose social risks may be disguised to protect 
informants (Harris et al., 2020). Researchers also maintained sensitivity to indigenous knowledge, 
particularly information regarding customary land, sacred areas, historical boundaries, and internal 
community conflicts. Not all information provided by informants was treated as data that could be 
published publicly. Information deemed risky to the community or potentially exacerbating conflict was 
carefully analyzed and used only in a way that would not harm vulnerable parties, in line with the principles 
of research that is sensitive to the context of indigenous communities and vulnerable groups (Burnette et 
al., 2014; Tauri, 2018). 

The research was reflexive, recognizing the researcher's position as an outsider interpreting the 
experiences of indigenous communities. Data interpretation was not solely based on formal documents or 
statements from village elites, but also considered the voices of ordinary citizens, traditional leaders, 
women, groups losing access to land, and groups involved in resistance. This step was crucial to avoid 
reproducing dominant narratives that often position plantation expansion as development without 
considering the experiences of indigenous communities' dispossession, while also recognizing that the 
researcher's position and perspective can influence the data interpretation process (Evans, 2023;  Stephen 
Shaw et al., 2004). 

 
3.4. Data Validity and Research Limitations 

Data validity was maintained through source triangulation, method triangulation, and cross-
confirmation between informants to strengthen the credibility of the findings (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). 
Interview data were compared with observational notes and secondary documents to ensure consistency 
of information (Thompson, 2004). Differences in versions regarding land history, approval processes, or 
forms of compensation were not immediately considered weaknesses in the data but were analyzed as part 
of the dynamics of conflict and agrarian fragmentation. Disagreements between actors are important clues 
to understanding the struggle for legitimacy in the customary land acquisition process, as differing 
perspectives can reveal tensions and contested meanings in qualitative data (Cho & Trent, 2006; Staras et 
al., 2025). 

The limitations of this research lie in its qualitative and contextual nature. The research findings 
are not intended to be statistically generalized to all Dayak communities or all oil palm plantation areas in 
Indonesia. However, this study has analytical relevance for understanding how village governments can 
mediate corporate territorialization in other agrarian areas, in line with the principle of transferability in 
qualitative research (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). Another limitation relates to access to company 
documents and permits, which are not always transparent. This study utilizes field data, community 
testimonies, and local documents as primary sources for understanding the land acquisition process from 
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the perspective of indigenous communities and power relations at the village level (Whittemore et al., 
2001). 

 
 

 
 
 
 
4. Discussion 
4.1. Corporate Territorialization and the Transformation of Customary Land as a Space for 

Capital Production 
The acquisition of customary land belonging to the Dayak indigenous community in the expansion 

of oil palm plantations demonstrates that control of agrarian space does not occur solely through economic 
transactions or changes in land use. This process is a form of corporate territorialization mediated by legal, 
administrative, and discursive instruments. It is a process in which customary space is reconstructed so 
that it can be read, measured, valued, and integrated into capitalist production systems. Customary land, 
which previously served as living space, identity space, ecological space, and social reproduction for 
indigenous communities, has shifted to become an investment object, a production asset, and part of the 
global commodity accumulation chain (Pichler, 2015). Customary land cannot be understood as simply 
vacant land or an economic asset. As explained by a Dayak traditional leader: 

"The Pemali land is not empty land. It contains the history of our ancestors, there are customary boundaries, and 
there are areas that cannot be opened carelessly. If the land is taken over by a company, what will be lost is not only 
the plantation, but also the memory of the village." (Interview, I1, Dayak Traditional Leader, 2024). 
The "pemali" (land) described above has social, spiritual, ecological, and historical significance. 

Land serves as a living archive for communities, containing ancestral traces, customary boundaries, social 
prohibitions, and collective memory (Li, 2014). When such land is incorporated into concession maps, 
these customary meanings are not simply ignored but replaced by technocratic categories such as 
plantation blocks, production areas, core plantations, plasma plantations, or potential land. This categorical 
shift becomes the starting point for corporate territorialization (Peluso & Lund, 2011). 

The territorialization process operates through a combination of location permits, land use rights, 
concession maps, regional planning documents, boundary markers, release letters, and partnership 
schemes (Pichler, 2015). These instruments make corporate claims appear administratively legitimate, 
while customary claims based on collective memory, natural boundaries, genealogical relationships, and 
customary authority are often positioned as less formal. This difference in evidentiary regimes creates a 
legal imbalance between indigenous communities and corporations (Arizona & Mada, 2023). Corporations 
are present with state documents, while indigenous communities are present with spatial histories that are 
not always recognized in bureaucratic formats. Changes in land access are evident in the experiences of 
customary landowners: 

"We used to be able to enter the gardens, collect forest products, clear fields, and use the old road. After the company 
put up the markers, we started to have doubts. There were areas that were said to be included in the company map, 
but in fact, they were family and customary land." (Interview, I2, Customary Land Owner/Manager, 
2024). 
This quote demonstrates that dispossession does not always occur through direct eviction. Loss 

of access can occur gradually through the installation of markers, remapping, changes in land status, and 
the production of doubt among residents. Communities that previously had social security over space 
began to hesitate to access gardens, forests, old roads, or areas claimed by the company. This doubt is 
analytically important because it demonstrates that corporate power operates not only through formal 
ownership but also through the production of social uncertainty over customary space (Hall, 2013; Jahnavi 
& Satpathy, 2021). 

This finding broadens the understanding of land grabbing and accumulation by dispossession. The 
acquisition of customary land does not operate solely through overt seizure, but also through 
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administrative normalization. Customary land is not immediately seized as an object of physical violence, 
but is first translated into legal-formal categories that can be processed by the state and companies. Once 
land is included in maps, documents, and compensation schemes, customary claims are weakened by 
having to confront the logic of formal legality (Engström et al., 2022; Ito et al., 2014; Suhardiman et al., 
2026). A former village official described the linguistic shift that accompanied the company's entry: 

"Initially, people still called it customary land. After discussions with the company, terms like vacant land, idle 
land, or land that can be collaborated with began to emerge. This language gradually changed how people viewed the 
land." (Interview, I6, Former Village Official, 2024). 
This statement demonstrates that corporate territorialization also occurs through discursive 

reconstruction. The terms "vacant land," "idle land," or "land that can be collaborated with" are not simply 
administrative terms. This term shifts the meaning of land from a customary space to an economic space 
deemed unproductive (de Vos et al., 2018; Pichler, 2015). Through the language of development, 
customary land is presented as a resource that needs to be optimized, while customary management 
practices are marginalized as less modern forms of utilization (Chao, 2024; Ito et al., 2014). 

At this point, the article's conceptual contribution can be emphasized: village-mediated corporate 
territorialization operates through three main mechanisms: the redefinition of customary space, the 
production of administrative legality, and the normalization of development discourse. The redefinition 
of customary space occurs when customary land is translated into production land (Rietberg & Hospes, 
2018). The production of administrative legality occurs when maps, letters, minutes, and village documents 
are used to strengthen corporate claims (Pichler, 2015; Supriatna et al., 2024). The normalization of 
development discourse occurs when oil palm expansion is framed as a path to prosperity, employment, 
and village modernization  (Ito et al., 2014; Urano, 2020). 

This argument enriches the literature on agrarian conflict by demonstrating that corporate control 
over customary land does not solely depend on state permits or the power of capital. Such control also 
depends on the success of companies, the state, and local actors in changing how communities understand 
land (Berenschot & Dhiaulhaq, 2025; Jurkevics, 2022). The control of space works in tandem with the 
control of meaning. Customary land is not only legally transferred but also socially re-presented to make 
its release seem reasonable, legitimate, and profitable (Pichler, 2015). 

The acquisition of customary land is not a simple administrative event, but rather a socio-political 
process that transforms the relations between people, land, custom, and capital. The theoretical claim 
offered is that corporate territorialization in oil palm expansion operates through a double conversion: the 
material conversion of customary space into a space of production, and the symbolic conversion of 
customary land into an object of development. This double conversion forms the basis for the weakening 
of customary rights and the formation of social vulnerability in Dayak communities. 

 
4.2. Village Government as Administrative Legitimizer and Broker of Consent 

The role of village government in oil palm plantation expansion cannot be understood solely as a 
neutral administrative facilitator. This article's findings indicate that villages can function as administrative 
legitimizers, namely local institutions that provide administrative structure to the land release process, and 
as brokers of consent, namely intermediaries that help shape, direct, or demonstrate community approval 
of company entry. This position makes villages a crucial node in the linkages between state legality, 
corporate strategy, and indigenous community claims. This role is evident in deliberation mechanisms, the 
issuance of land certificates, support for land measurement, the formation of cooperatives or partnership 
groups, the preparation of village documents, and the provision of local recommendations to companies. 
Formally, these mechanisms can be read as village development procedures. Analytically, they can also 
function as channels for local legalization of customary land release. A village official explained: 

"The village is usually asked to facilitate deliberations. We invite residents, traditional leaders, and the company. 
After that, a report is drawn up. From the outside, it appears everyone has agreed, but in reality, some still hold 
objections within the village." (Interview, I5, Village Official, 2024). 
This quote is important because it illustrates the difference between procedural and substantive 

consent. The presence of residents in deliberations and the existence of minutes does not automatically 
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indicate that the entire community agrees to free, equal, and informed land release. Deliberation 
documents can create an image of consensus, while objections from some residents persist in the 
community's social space (Afrizal & Berenschot, 2022). At this point, the village operates as a producer of 
procedural consent, which is administratively valid but does not necessarily reflect complete collective 
agreement. This reading deepens the theory of legal pluralism. Indigenous communities base their claims 
to land on historical ownership, natural boundaries, customary norms, and community legitimacy. 
Companies base their claims on permits, maps, letters, and state legal documents.  

Village governments exist between these two systems. This intermediate position does not always 
result in fair mediation. In many cases, villages can be more closely aligned with the administrative logic 
of the state and companies because formal documents have greater power in the agrarian decision-making 
process (Bakker & Moniaga, 2010). Power relations at the village level also determine the direction of this 
mediation. Village elites have greater access to information, bureaucracy, companies, and negotiation 
processes. They can determine who is invited to deliberations, how information is conveyed, what form 
of compensation is received, and how community consent is recorded. This unequal access opens up space 
for elite capture, not only in the distribution of economic benefits but also in the production of political 
legitimacy (McCarthy et al., 2012). A resident who accepted the company stated: 

"I accepted because we were promised plasma, jobs, and compensation. If I didn't participate, we were afraid we 
wouldn't get anything, while the surrounding land would already be under the company's control." (Interview, I4, 
Resident Who Accepted the Company, 2024). 
This statement demonstrates that community acceptance cannot always be interpreted as full 

support for oil palm expansion. This acceptance is better understood as constrained agency, an action that 
appears to be a choice but is shaped by limited information, situational pressures, fear of losing benefits, 
and changes in the ownership structure surrounding the community (Urano, 2020). Residents accepted 
not because they understood all the risks, but because they perceived greater risks of refusing: losing 
compensation, being excluded from the plasma scheme, or being isolated when the surrounding area 
becomes under the company's control. 

This analysis is important because it corrects the assumption that agrarian conflicts always show a 
clear division between pro-company and anti-company groups. Residents' attitudes are more complex. 
Some accept because they hope to gain employment, some accept due to social pressure, some reject 
because they want to defend their customary lands, and others fall somewhere in between. This complexity 
demonstrates that oil palm expansion not only creates vertical conflict between companies and 
communities but also creates a spectrum of social positions within communities (McCarthy, 2010). 
Partnership schemes exacerbate this complexity. A cooperative or partnership group administrator 
explained: 

“Many residents only know that there will be plasma yields. They don't all understand the distribution of yields, fee 
deductions, or when the plantation will actually produce. The cooperative acts as a liaison, but not all information 
is clearly communicated to members.” (Interview, I7, Cooperative/Partnership Group Administrator, 
2024). 
Partnerships, as quoted in this quote, cannot be understood as a neutral mechanism for economic 

empowerment. Plasma and cooperative schemes can create new spaces of dependency when information 
regarding yield sharing, fee deductions, production waiting periods, and contractual relationships is not 
evenly understood by members. Cooperatives act as a bridge between communities and companies, but 
this intermediary role also creates an information hierarchy. Communities who do not understand the 
details of partnership schemes have weaker negotiating capacity. This situation aligns with findings on 
contract farming, which show that partnership relationships are often shaped by information gaps and an 
unequal distribution of power between companies and small-scale producers, resulting in new dependency 
relationships within the framework of economic cooperation (Abbasi et al., 2021). 

The role of villages, cooperatives, and local elites demonstrates that customary land acquisition 
occurs through a chain of local intermediaries. This chain prevents corporations from always acting directly 
with indigenous communities. Companies can work through village officials, cooperative administrators, 
local figures, and deliberation documents. As a result, agrarian conflicts appear to be internal village issues, 
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even though the structures that shape them are intertwined with corporate interests and state legality. 
These findings strengthen the argument that large-scale agrarian investment expansion operates through 
local social networks that reorganize relationships of trust, authority, and community representation, 
allowing corporations to gain legitimacy through the mediation of local actors rather than through direct 
confrontation with communities (Khadjavi et al., 2021). 

The conceptual contribution of this sub-chapter lies in the assertion that villages perform three 
functions in corporate territorialization. First, villages act as administrative legitimizers through the 
production of letters, minutes, recommendations, and local documents. Second, villages act as brokers of 
consent through facilitating deliberations, selecting participants, and forming narratives of agreement. 
Third, villages act as institutional translators, translating corporate and state claims into local development 
languages such as partnerships, welfare, plasma, and job opportunities. From an agrarian political sociology 
perspective, these three functions demonstrate that the process of corporate territorialization relies not 
only on state legal instruments but also on the capacity of local institutions to produce social legitimacy 
and translate external interests into a framework of meaning acceptable to the community (Khadjavi et al., 
2021). 

The theoretical claim that can be drawn is that village governance is not only an arena where 
agrarian conflicts take place but also a political infrastructure that allows corporate claims to gain social 
legitimacy at the local level. This position makes villages ambivalent: they can serve as spaces for the 
protection of customary rights, but also as channels for the release of customary land. This ambivalence 
is what needs to be a primary concern in studies of social development, decentralization, and agrarian 
resource governance. 

 
4.3. Fragmentation, Fragmentation Amplifier, and Resistance as Social Resilience 

The acquisition of customary land through state legality, corporate strategies, and village mediation 
has resulted in spatial, social, political, and symbolic agrarian fragmentation. This fragmentation not only 
involves dividing land into production areas but also changes in social relations within indigenous 
communities (Diepart & Sem, 2018; Mukhlis et al., 2025). Previously collectively managed customary land 
is being divided into concession areas, smallholdings, company roads, production zones, compensation 
areas, and remaining community management areas. This spatial fragmentation is accompanied by a 
breakdown in social solidarity. 

Spatial fragmentation arises when customary territories are remapped according to corporate 
needs. Social fragmentation arises when communities are divided into groups that accept and reject the 
company. Political fragmentation arises when customary authorities, village governments, cooperatives, 
and community groups have differing claims regarding who legitimately represents the community. 
Symbolic fragmentation arises when groups resisting a company are labeled as obstacles to development, 
while those accepting it are positioned as supporters of village modernization (Daniswara et al., 2025; 
Kenney-Lazar, 2018). One resident resisting the company stated: 

“Those of us who resist are often considered obstacles to development. In fact, we just want our customary land to 
remain intact. After compensation, families can have differing opinions. Some accept it, some get angry, and some 
stop speaking to each other.” (Interview, I3, Resident Rejecting the Company, 2024). 
This quote demonstrates that agrarian fragmentation moves from the material sphere to the 

relational sphere. Compensation not only changes land status but also alters family relationships, village 
solidarity, and moral legitimacy among residents. The label “obstructing development” works as a mechanism 
to delegitimize customary resistance. Resistance to land release is not seen as an effort to defend customary 
rights, but as an obstacle to economic progress (Ito et al., 2014; Kenney-Lazar, 2018). This analysis reveals 
a third function of villages and local institutions in corporate territorialization: as fragmentation amplifiers. 
Villages, cooperatives, deliberations, and local documents can exacerbate fragmentation when decision-
making processes are opaque, compensation distribution is unequal, and customary claims are not 
recognized. Fragmentation does not arise naturally from community disagreements. It is produced through 
unequal information structures, selective benefit distribution, the use of development language, and 
differential access to administrative processes (Berenschot & Dhiaulhaq, 2025).  
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Social vulnerability is a direct consequence of this fragmentation. Groups that lose land without 
adequate compensation face the risk of losing their livelihoods. Farmers who previously relied on fields, 
rubber plantations, forests, rivers, and natural resources must adapt to a plantation economy that relies on 
wages, plasma schemes, and commodity markets. Women, the poor, and groups whose access to land is 
not formally registered experience greater vulnerability because their contributions to the management of 
customary spaces are often not recognized in ownership documents (Levien, 2017). 

This situation demonstrates that the acquisition of customary land not only creates economic 
change but also generates social vulnerability. This vulnerability arises from the loss of access to food, 
weakened community control over resources, increased dependence on companies, and the breakdown of 
social solidarity. When customary land is lost, communities lose social protection mechanisms inherent in 
customary systems, such as collective access to forests, gardens, rivers, and common spaces (Ayinpoya 
Akafari et al., 2021). Indigenous community resistance emerges in response to this vulnerability. Resistance 
takes the form of not only open protests but also the reaffirmation of customary claims, refusal of land 
measurements, suspension of company activities, internal deliberations, reporting to the government, 
participatory mapping, and advocacy with civil society organizations. 

This resistance demonstrates that indigenous peoples are not merely victims, but political actors 
seeking to defend their living space and future. These actions demonstrate the emergence of politics from 
below, namely the ability of affected groups to organize collective responses, defend land rights, and 
renegotiate power relations formed through the process of dispossession (Kandel, 2015). This is as 
explained by an activist assisting indigenous communities: 

"Communities are starting to collect stories about customary boundaries, create land records, and compile complaints. 
They realize that if they only speak orally, they are often considered weak. Therefore, customary knowledge must 
also be translated into documents that the government can read." (Interview, 18, Indigenous Community 
Activist, 2024). 
The transformation of resistance strategies in this quote demonstrates that communities are not 

only defending customary claims through oral memory but are also beginning to translate customary 
knowledge into administrative formats that can be recognized by the state. This strategy can be understood 
as legal translation from below, namely the efforts of indigenous communities to transform history, natural 
boundaries, and local knowledge into documents that can be used in policy and advocacy arenas. This 
process reflects the adaptation of indigenous communities to state recognition mechanisms without 
relinquishing customary legitimacy as the basis for collective claims (Afiff & Rachman, 2019; Dhiaulhaq 
& McCarthy, 2020). 

The resistance of the Dayak indigenous community should be read as a form of social resilience. 
Social resilience not only means the ability to withstand external pressures, but also the ability to organize 
oneself, maintain collective identity, revitalize customary norms, build alliances, and negotiate recognition 
within unequal legal structures. Resistance becomes a practice of social reproduction because through it, 
communities maintain the continuity of their identity, living space, and value systems. In this context, 
community resilience rests on the ability to maintain local institutions, customary knowledge, and 
collective solidarity in the face of various forms of marginalization (Benyei et al., 2022). 

This study expands the literature on community resilience by demonstrating that indigenous 
community resilience cannot be separated from agrarian justice. Communities cannot be resilient if the 
material basis of their livelihoods is weakened. Social resilience cannot be built solely through post-conflict 
empowerment programs; it must begin with the recognition of customary rights, the protection of living 
spaces, and the limitation of corporate power in determining the future of indigenous territories. These 
findings confirm that the recognition of land rights is a crucial prerequisite for the social, economic, and 
ecological sustainability of indigenous communities (Dhiaulhaq & McCarthy, 2020; Errico & Claeys, 2020). 
Agrarian fragmentation is a social mechanism that allows for deeper dispossession, while customary 
resistance is a social mechanism for restoring community control over space, identity, and collective 
futures. Fragmentation weakens solidarity, while resistance seeks to rebuild it through custom, advocacy, 
documentation, and political alliances. 
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5. Conclusion 

The findings of this study demonstrate that the acquisition of customary land in oil palm expansion 
cannot be understood as a linear process between companies and indigenous communities. The process 
unfolds through a configuration of power involving the state, corporations, village governments, 
cooperatives, local elites, customary leaders, accepting residents, rejecting residents, and supporting 
activists. This configuration demonstrates that agrarian conflict is a relational arena where legality, 
legitimacy, development discourse, and resistance collide. 

The main contribution of this article is the concept of village-mediated corporate territorialization. 
This concept explains that corporations control land not only through state permits and capital, but also 
through local legitimacy produced by village governments and intermediary institutions. Villages act as 
administrative legitimizers, brokers of consent, institutional translators, and fragmentation amplifiers. 
These four functions explain why the release of customary land can proceed through seemingly legitimate 
procedures, despite leaving objections, information gaps, social fragmentation, and the weakening of 
customary rights. 

This article also emphasizes that concession-based development needs to be critiqued from a social 
justice perspective. Palm oil expansion can generate infrastructure, jobs, and income, but these benefits 
must not offset the social costs borne by indigenous communities. The loss of customary land means the 
loss of livelihoods, the weakening of collective identity, the fracturing of community solidarity, and the 
diminishing capacity of communities to determine the future of their own living spaces. 

For social development studies, this article offers a reading that community development cannot 
be separated from agrarian politics. Community empowerment is impossible when land, the social, 
ecological, and cultural foundation of indigenous communities, is transferred without truly free, equal, and 
informed consent. Sustainable social development must be based on the recognition of customary rights, 
accountable village governance, the protection of vulnerable groups, and conflict resolution mechanisms 
that position indigenous communities as political subjects, not simply recipients of development impacts. 
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