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ndonesia’s profile in the international imagination has completely changed. 
From the top of what was called a “miracle,” Indonesia fell to the bottom of a

“crisis.” In the middle of what was portrayed as a timeless political regime, stu-
dents demonstrated, and, suddenly, the regime was gone. So recently an exem-
plar of the promise of globalization, overnight Indonesia became the case study
of globalization’s failures. 

The speed of these changes takes one’s breath away—and raises important
questions about globalization. Under what circumstances are boom and bust inti-
mately related to each other? If the same economic policies can produce both in
quick succession, might deregulation and cronyism sometimes name the same
thing—but from different moments of investor confidence? Such questions run
against the grain of economic expertise about globalization, with its discrimina-
tion between good and bad kinds of capitalism and policy. Yet the whiggish acro-
batics necessary to show how those very economies celebrated as miracles were
simultaneously lurking crises hardly seem to tell the whole story. A less pious
attitude toward the market may be necessary to consider the specificities of those
political economies, like that of Suharto’s Indonesia, brought into being together
with international finance.1
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This essay was first presented as a talk at the Society for Cultural Anthropology meetings in San
Francisco in May 1999. A number of colleagues have generously encouraged me to write about Bre-
X. Rheana Parrenas offered invaluable research assistance. Steven Feld and Tania Li contributed
their newspaper clippings on the Bre-X saga. Arjun Appadurai, Kathryn Chetkovich, Paulla A.
Ebron, Celia Lowe, and Lisa Rofel offered their comments on earlier drafts.

I

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/public-culture/article-pdf/12/1/115/452920/12.1tsing.pdf
by Harvard University user
on 28 May 2018



This essay brings us back to the months just before Indonesia so drastically
changed, to canoe at the running edge of what turned out to be a waterfall, and
thus to think about a set of incidents that can be imagined as a rehearsal for the
Asian financial crisis as well as a minor participant in the international disillusion
that led to the Suharto regime’s downfall. In 1994 a small Canadian gold
prospecting company announced a major find in the forests of Kalimantan,
Indonesian Borneo. Over the months, the find got bigger and bigger, until it was
the biggest gold strike in the world, conjuring memories of the Alaskan Klondike
and South Africa’s Witwatersrand. Thousands of North American investors put
their savings in the company, called Bre-X. First-time investors and retired peo-
ple joined financial wizards. Whole towns in western Canada invested.2 The new
world of Internet investment blossomed with Bre-X. Meanwhile, Bre-X received
continuous coverage in North American newspapers, especially after huge Cana-
dian mining companies and Indonesian officials entered the fray, fighting over
the rights to mine Busang, Bre-X’s find.3 The scandal of Indonesian business-as-
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1. As much as any place in the world, Indonesia rode high on the wave of enthusiasm for mobile,
finance-driven international investment in the 1980s and early 1990s. Between the late 1980s and
1997, economic growth averaged about 8 percent annually, and in early 1997 economists saw “little
sign of the turmoil that was to emerge” when the economy crashed later that year and the Suharto
regime followed in 1998 (Ross McLeod, “Indonesia’s Crisis and Future Prospects,” in Asian Conta-
gion: The Causes and Consequences of a Financial Crisis, ed. Karl Jackson [Boulder: Westview
Press, 1999], 209). Looking back, many once enthusiastic analysts blamed the crisis on “cronyism,”
residual protectionism, and bad national regulatory practices. See, for example, Karl Jackson, “Intro-
duction: The Roots of the Crisis,” in Asian Contagion, 1–27. 

2. Dale Eisler, “Sorrow in St. Paul,” Maclean’s, 7 April 1997, 100(14): 55. 
3. From the first, the Bre-X story caught the popular imagination in Canada, and thousands of arti-

cles have been written about it. Most major Canadian newspapers covered the story in detail; the Cal-
gary Sun, Calgary Herald, and Ottawa Citizen have had many installments of Bre-X news. Only
rather late in the game did U.S. newspapers cover the Bre-X story regularly, but at the height of its
fame and infamy much of the media across North America covered the story. Indonesian newspapers
and news magazines also offered considerable coverage. Indonesian nongovernmental organizations
added their distinctive perspectives in flyers and newsletters. Several books have been published about
Bre-X, mainly by journalists. Diane Francis, Bre-X: The Inside Story (Toronto: Key Porter Books,
1997) and Douglas Goold and Andrew Willis, The Bre-X Fraud (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart
Inc., 1997) tell the story with lively excitement. Vivian Danielson and James Whyte (editor and staff
writer for the Northern Miner, respectively) offer their expertise on the people and politics of the min-
ing scene in Bre-X: Gold Today, Gone Tomorrow (Toronto: The Northern Miner, 1997). Bondan
Winarno’s Bre-X: Sebungkah emas di kaki pelangi (Jakarta: Inspirasi Indonesia, 1997) includes useful
detail on Indonesian politics and texts of a number of Bre-X documents. Jennifer Wells’s coverage for
the Canadian news magazine Maclean’s and John McBeth’s coverage for the Far Eastern Economic
Review have also been very informative. John Behar’s “Jungle Fever,” (Fortune, 9 June 1997, 116–28)
offers a useful description of Bre-X’s operations. Internet investor chat lines with Bre-X “threads”
offer a wealth of both technical information and personal views on the drama. 
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usual, opened to public scrutiny as corruption, heightened international attention
and garnered support for Bre-X. But, in 1997, just when expectation had reached
a fevered pitch, Busang was exposed as barren: There was nothing there. Gasps,
cries, and law suits rose from every corner. Even now, as I write two years later,
the drama rumbles on. The Toronto Stock Exchange is changing its rules to avoid
more Bre-Xs.4 Bre-X law suits set new international standards.5 Bre-X investors
still hope and complain across the Internet, as they peddle the remains of their
experiences: jokes, songs, and stock certificates (as wallpaper, historical docu-
ment, or irreplaceable art, ready to hang).6 Meanwhile, Indonesian mining
officials and copycat prospecting companies scramble to free themselves from
the Bre-X story, even as they endlessly reenact its scenes, hoping to rekindle
investor enthusiasm.7 Hope’s ashes are inflamed even by ridiculous claims; recently
the Bre-X chief geologist, named in many lawsuits, says there is gold at Busang.
Who is to prove him wrong?8

The Bre-X story exemplifies popular thinking about the pleasures and dangers
of international finance and associated dreams of globalization. The story drama-
tizes North-South inequalities in the new capitalisms; it celebrates the North’s
excitement about international investment, and the blight of the South’s so-called
crony capitalisms: business imagined not quite/not white. Painting Southern lead-
ers as rats fighting for garbage, the story also promises new genres of justice for
the Northern investor who dares to sue. Finance looks like democracy: The Inter-
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4. “TSE Raises Listing Standards for Mining and Exploration Companies,” and “TSE Tightens
Rules for Junior Miners,” CFRA News Talk Radio web site, 20 August 1998. 

5. Bre-X lawsuits have their own web site: the Bre-X/Bresea Shareholder Class Action Informa-
tion web site. Key issues have involved the liability of stock exchanges as well as Bre-X officials
(Diane Francis, “Brokers Must Pay for Their Role in Bre-X,” National Post Online, 20 May 1999);
the ability of Canadians to participate in U.S. class-action lawsuits (“Will Canadians Be Allowed in
American Bre-X Suit?,” Daily Mining News, 31 March 1999 [on-line version]); and the nationwide
(vs. provincial) scope of Canadian class action lawsuits (Sandra Rubin, “Let All Canadian Bre-X
Shareholders in Class-Action Suit, Court Urged,” Financial Post, 11 February 1999 [on-line ver-
sion]). 

6. Thus, for example, the Bre-Xscam.com web site peddled jokes, news, and art about the Bre-X
saga on their “Bungle in the Jungle” web page. A Canadian stockholder named Ross Graham
recorded a song called “The Bre-X Blues” and made the CD available for sale on the Red Deer Advo-
cate web page. He claims to have made back his losses on Bre-X investment through selling these
CDs (“Bre-X Investor Gets Last Laugh with Song,” Breaking News, 22 December 1998, CANOE on-
line version.) 

7. “Indonesia Trying to Recover Reputation after Bre-X, Says Specialist,” CFRA News Talk Radio
web site, 20 March 1999. Junior companies prospecting for gold in Kalimantan with “post–Bre-X”
advertising of their claims include Kalimantan Gold Corporation (Vancouver); Twin Gold Corpora-
tion (Toronto); and Nevada Manhattan Mining Inc. (Calabasas, California). 

8. “Felderhof Still Insists Bre-X Site Has Gold,” Financial Post on CANOE web site, March 1999. 
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net, they say, opens foreign investment to the North American everyman. But the
Bre-X story also narrates the perils of the downsized, overcompetitive economy:
the sad entrepreneurship of selling worthless stock certificates on-line. As one
writer put it, mixing metaphors, “The Bre-X saga will come to be known as the
demarcation of the Internet as the weapon of choice for investors.”9

Most salient to my concerns about the specificity of global economic promises
is the genre convention with which Bre-X started its own story, and by which it
was finished off. Bre-X was always a performance, a drama, a conjuring trick, an
illusion, regardless of whether real gold or only dreams of gold ever existed at
Busang. Journalists compared Busang, with its lines of false drilling samples, to
a Hollywood set.10 But it was not just Busang; it was the whole investment
process. No one would ever have invested in Bre-X if it had not created a perfor-
mance, a dramatic exposition of the possibilities of gold.

Performance here is simultaneously economic performance and dramatic per-
formance. The “economy of appearances” I describe depends on the relevance of
this pun; the self-conscious making of a spectacle is a necessary aid to gathering
investment funds. The dependence on spectacle is not peculiar to Bre-X and other
mining scams: It is a regular feature of the search for financial capital. Start-up
companies must dramatize their dreams in order to attract the capital they need to
operate and expand. Junior prospecting companies must exaggerate the possibili-
ties of their mineral finds in order to attract investors so that they might, at some
point, find something. This is a requirement of investment-oriented entrepreneur-
ship, and it takes the limelight in those historical moments when capital seeks cre-
ativity rather than stable reproduction. In speculative enterprises, profit must be
imagined before it can be extracted; the possibility of economic performance must
be conjured like a spirit to draw an audience of potential investors. The more spec-
tacular the conjuring, the more possible an investment frenzy. Drama itself can be
worth summoning forth.11 Nor are companies alone in the conjuring business in
these times. In order to attract companies, countries, regions, and towns must dra-
matize their potential as places for investment. Dramatic performance is the pre-
requisite of their economic performance. 
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9. David Zgodzinski, “Bre-X: The Battle Between Bulls and Bears on SI,” Silicon Investor web
site, 1997. 

10. Behar, “Jungle Fever,” 121.
11. To “conjure” is both to call forth spirits and to perform magical tricks; in each case, the term

highlights the intentionality of the performance, the studied charisma of the performer, and the hope
of moving the audience beyond the limits of rational calculation. These features characterize the eco-
nomic strategies I discuss here, in which everyday performance requirements—for contracts, mar-
keting, investor reports, and the like—are made into dramatic shows of potential.
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Yet conjuring is always culturally specific, creating a magic show of peculiar
meanings, symbols, and practices. The conjuring aspect of finance interrupts our
expectations that finance can and has spread everywhere, for it can only spread
as far as its own magic. In its dramatic performances, circulating finance reveals
itself as both empowered and limited by its cultural specificity. 

Contemporary masters of finance claim not only universal appeal but also a
global scale of deployment. What are we to make of these globalist claims, with
their millennial whispers of a more total and hegemonic world-making than we
have ever known? Neither false ideology nor obvious truth, it seems to me that
the globalist claims of finance are also a kind of conjuring of a dramatic perfor-
mance. In these times of heightened attention to the space and scale of human
undertakings, economic projects cannot limit themselves to conjuring at different
scales—they must conjure the scales themselves. In this sense, a project that
makes us imagine globality in order to see how it might succeed is one kind of
“scale-making project”; similarly, projects that make us imagine locality, or the
space of regions or nations, in order to see their success are also scale-making
projects. The scales they conjure come into being in part through the contingent
articulations into which they are pushed or stumble. In a world of multiple diver-
gent claims about scales, including multiple divergent globalisms, those global
worlds that most affect us are those that manage tentatively productive linkages
with other scale-making projects. 

Social scientists have been thrilled to discover the excitement about the global
that has taken corporate planners, bureaucrats, and political activists by storm
over the last decade. Anthropologists have hoped that by attaching ourselves to
this excitement we might propel our discipline beyond a heritage of studying
obscure villages to reposition it in the middle of all kinds of world-making pro-
jects, big and small. Yet our tools for thinking about the big picture are still rudi-
mentary. Holding on, as I think we should, to a disciplinary heritage of attention
to up-close detail, we find ourselves with data about how a few people some-
where react, resist, translate, and consume. From here it is an easy step to invoke
distinctions between local reactions and global forces, local consumption and
global circulation, local resistance and global structures of capitalism, local
translation and the global imagination. I find myself doing it. Yet we know that
these dichotomies are unhelpful. They draw us into an imagery in which the
global is homogeneous precisely because we oppose it to the heterogeneity we
identify as locality. By letting the global appear homogeneous, we open the door
to its predictability and evolutionary status as the latest stage in macronarratives.
We know the dichotomy between the global blob and local detail isn’t helping us.
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We long to find cultural specificity and contingency within the blob, but we can’t
figure out how to find it without, once again, picking out locality. 

A number of scholars are making important suggestions about how to find the
specificity and contingency of the global by attention to spreading “scapes,” shift-
ing “routes,” cosmopolitanisms, transnationalisms, and the like.12 This essay sug-
gests further that we pay attention to the making of scale. Scale is the spatial
dimensionality necessary for a particular kind of view, whether up close or from
a distance, microscopic or planetary. I argue that scale is not just a neutral frame
for viewing the world; scale must be brought into being: proposed, practiced, and
evaded, as well as taken for granted. Scales are claimed and contested in cultural
and political projects. A “globalism” is a commitment to the global, and there are
multiple, overlapping, and somewhat contradictory globalisms; a “regionalism”
is a commitment to the region, and so on. Not all claims and commitments about
scale are particularly effective. Links among varied scale-making projects can
bring each project vitality and power. The specificity of these articulations and
collaborations also limits the spread and play of scale-making projects, promis-
ing them only a tentative moment in a particular history. Neoliberalism, as an
economic doctrine promoting the free circulation of goods, currencies, labor, and
more across national and regional borders, is a set of scale-making projects.
These are powerful projects, and some of us have begun to imagine a world
remade entirely according to neoliberalism’s dreams. Before conceding the hege-
mony of their global claims, however, it seems useful to take a look at the limita-
tions of their reach. The performative dramas of financial conjuring offer one
perspective from which to appreciate the specificity and contingency of particular
niches within the neoliberal project. 

One of the chief puzzles of globalist financial conjuring is why it works.
We’ve all seen advertisements for hamburgers, express mail, or computers bridg-
ing cultures across the globe. But it’s one thing to offer a stylish picture of diver-
sity, and another thing to figure out how entrepreneurial projects actually manage
to affect people who may not pay them any mind. Conjuring is supposed to call
up a world more dreamlike and sweeter than anything that exists; magic, rather
than strict description, calls capital. The puzzle seems deeper the more the mate-
rial and social worlds to be reshaped and exploited are geographically, culturally,
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12. For example, Arjun Appadurai, Modernity At Large (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1996); James Clifford, Routes (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997); Pheng Cheah and
Bruce Robbins, eds., Cosmopolitics (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1998); Roger
Rouse, “Thinking through Transnationalism: Notes on the Cultural Politics of Class Relations in the
Contemporary United States,” Public Culture 7 (1995): 353–402. 
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and politically remote from financial conjuring centers. How do the self-
consciously glossy and exaggerated virtual worlds conjured by eager collectors
of finance become shapers of radically different peoples and places? My frame
highlights contingent articulations in which globalist financial conjuring links
itself with regional and national scale-making projects, making each succeed
wildly—if also partially and tentatively. It seems likely that successfully conjur-
ing the globe is possible, at least now, only in thick collaboration with regional
and national conjurings; certainly financial conjuring has been deeply implicated
in promises of making regional and national dreams come true. 

Often, globalist financial conjuring supports the most bizarre and terrible of
national and regional dreams. Certainly this was the case in the Bre-X story.
Finance capital became linked with greedy elite dreams of an authoritarian
nation-state supported by foreign funds and enterprises; this is a nation-making
project I call franchise cronyism to mark the interdependence of corruption and
foreign investment. These in turn became linked with migrant dreams of a
regional frontier culture in which the rights of previous rural residents could be
wiped out entirely to create a Wild West scene of rapid and lawless resource
extraction: quick profits, quick exits. To present this rather complicated set of
links, I offer a diagram (fig. 1). Diagrams by their nature are over-
simplifications, and this one is certainly no exception. Indeed, I have named
each of the three scale-making projects I discuss in a self-consciously joking
manner. Yet the playfulness is also a serious attempt to focus attention on the
specificity and process of articulation. Finance capital is a program for global

121

Figure 1
F-C Articulations in the Economy of Appearances
This diagram is both serious and a joke.
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hegemony; franchise cronyism is one particular nation-making project; frontier
culture is an articulation of a region. Each is a scale-making project with its
sights set on a different scale: global, national, and regional. The links among
them cross scales and strengthen each project’s ability to remake the world. At
the same time, not one of these three projects is predictable or ubiquitous in the
world. Coming together as they did for a moment in Suharto’s Indonesia, they
created a great fire.13 Looking back, we see that they didn’t create an evolution-
ary ladder to the stars. Isn’t this sense of specificity and contingency in global-
ist claims what scholars and social commentators need most to bring into view?

“Yes, We Are Still in Business”

Bre-X was the brainchild of a Canadian stock promoter named David Walsh.
Walsh dropped out of high school at the end of tenth grade and soon joined a
Montreal trust company, rising quickly to become the head of the investment
department. After thirteen years, he left to try to form his own trust company.
Three unsuccessful years later, he agreed to start an office in Calgary for another
firm, only to quit the next year. From then on, Walsh worked to set up his own
companies: first, the oil-oriented Bresea Resources Ltd. (named after his sons
Brett and Sean) and then, in 1985, Bre-X Minerals Ltd., which from the first
aimed to find gold.14

Gold mining had become a profitable industry in the 1970s when the United
States ended the gold standard, and the price of gold, which had been held con-
stant at $35 per ounce for many years, skyrocketed, hitting $850 per ounce in
1980. Canadian companies rushed to take advantage of the new gold prices by
exploring not only in the Canadian West but around the world. Junior mining
exploration companies, whose goal is to find the minerals that can be exploited
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13. It is hard to forget that the capitalist development of the late Suharto regime did, literally, cre-
ate a great fire. Government subsidies supported the conversion of “degraded forest” into oil palm
and pulp and paper plantations; eager plantation managers used the 1997 droughts to burn their way
into plantation conversions, sometimes burning local residents out of farms, orchards, and homes.
The fires created a regional smoke haze so great as to provoke transnational alarm. Many accounts,
however, refused to discuss the alliance of government and business in this kind of environmentally
destructive entrepreneurship. Indeed, some fires were still smoldering in 1998 when the IMF
demanded that Indonesia expand the making of plantations by admitting a greater range of foreign
investors. See WALHI/Redaksi, “Ramai-ramai bakar hutan dan lahan perkebunan,” Tanah Air 18(5)
(1998): 2–14.

14. This version of the much told story is taken from Goold and Willis, “The Bre-X Fraud.” 
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by major companies, sprouted by the dozens. Toronto became the world’s min-
ing finance capital. In 1997 there were 1,225 publicly traded mining companies
in Canada, and mining stocks represented 21.5 percent of all trades on the
Toronto Stock Exchange.15 In this industry, the line between various kinds of
expertise is thin: geologists (with salaries supplemented by stock options) must
be promoters to raise the money to finance their mineral finds, market analysts
must be geologists to evaluate those finds, and stock promoters must explain
their offerings in geologically convincing terms. Canadian preeminence in min-
ing depended on both its mining history and its position as a center of mining
finance. 

For a stock promoter like David Walsh to become president of a gold explo-
ration company was not unusual in this climate. Consider the trajectory of the
president of Barrick Gold, Canada’s biggest gold-mining company. Peter Munk is
a high-flying but not always successful entrepreneur. In the 1950s, he founded a
television and hi-fi company that crashed, leaving the government of Nova Scotia
in deep debt; he went on to build hotels on South Sea islands funded by Saudi
Arabian princes. Nothing in his background gave him expertise in minerals. In
1986, however, he bought a worked-over mine in Nevada. It turned out to be the
most profitable gold mine in the world, pushing Munk’s company into a leading
position.16 Peter Munk was “a dreamer who became a king.”17 In this context,
David Walsh’s little enterprise made sense.

In 1988 Walsh listed Bre-X on the Alberta Stock Exchange at 30 Canadian
cents per share. His wife Jeanette supported the household by working as a sec-
retary. The family bought on credit, and, over C$200,000 in debt, both David
and Jeanette Walsh declared personal bankruptcy in 1992. Bre-X shares some-
times fell as low as two cents; in his 1991 annual report, David Walsh wrote,
“Yes, we are still in business.” In 1993, however, Walsh pulled together some
money for a trip to Indonesia. There he met with Dutch-born geologist John
Felderhof, who had achieved some fame in identifying the Ok Tedi copper and
gold mine in Papua New Guinea in 1967, but had suffered hard times in the
1980s. Felderhof agreed to help Walsh find gold in Kalimantan and contacted
Filipino geologist Michael de Guzman for the project. Filipino geologists had
been in much demand in Indonesia because of their experience, education, and
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15. Francis, Bre-X: The Inside Story, 24. The $850/ounce price is from the Privateer Gold Pages,
which reviews the recent history of government, interstate, and private uses and prices of gold. 

16. Jennifer Wells, “King of Gold,” Maclean’s, 9 December 1996, 32–40.
17. Peter Newman, “Peter Munk: A Dreamer Who Became a King,” Maclean’s, 9 December 1996,

42.
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regional savvy.18 De Guzman brought several Filipino associates to the team.19

Mining properties were cheap and available in Indonesia in the early 1990s
because the Australians, who had come in some ten years before in their own
wave of national mining speculation, were trying to get out. Felderhof had
worked for some Australian companies and had witnessed the financial boom
and bust in which mineral exploration was begun and then abandoned, promising
or not. He convinced Walsh to form a partnership with an Indonesian entrepre-
neur to buy an old Australian claim around the creek called Busang in East Kali-
mantan, and Walsh raised the money to drill some holes. The results were disap-
pointing, and by December 1993 they were about to close the property. Then,
early in 1994, de Guzman struck gold. Walsh was quick and effective in inform-
ing investor newsletters and brokerage firms. Felderhof’s estimates grew bigger
and bigger. In 1993, Bre-X was trading at 51 Canadian cents a share; by May
1996, stocks were trading at C$286.50, accounting for a ten-to-one split. In April,
Bre-X had been listed on the Toronto Stock Exchange; in August, the stock was
listed in the United States on NASDAQ; in September, it was also listed on the
Montreal Stock Exchange. By then the company’s market capitalization was over
6 billion Canadian dollars.20 Awards started to roll in: Mining Man of the Year
for Bre-X president David Walsh; Explorer of the Year for chief geologist John
Felderhof. On 9 and 10 March 1997, Bre-X officers and geologists were feted in
awards dinners and ceremonies at the Prospectors and Developers Association of
Canada meetings. They were at the height of their success. 

Conjuring

On 19 March 1997, Michael de Guzman fell eight hundred feet from a helicopter
into the rainforests of Kalimantan. Although up to that point he had been consid-

Public Culture

124

18. The importance of Filipino geologists in Indonesian mining highlights the national and
regional cultural demands of the industry which, like other industries, operates through stereotypes
about the appropriate cultural specifications of labor power. Goold and Willis (“The Bre-X Fraud,”
170) write, “The Filipinos have their own culture in the mining world. They are well-educated and
often trained at big U.S.-owned mines in the Philippines. They are fun-loving, attuned to Western
tastes and sensibilities, yet Asian.” Meanwhile, the resentment of Indonesian professionals toward
the access of Filipinos to Indonesian projects (Bondan Winarno says Indonesian geologists use the
term “Filipino Mafiosi” [Bre-X: Sebungkah emas di kaki pelangi, 164]) makes them easy scapegoats
when things go wrong. 

19. This version comes from Goold and Willis, “The Bre-X Fraud.” 
20. Goold and Willis, “The Bre-X Fraud,” 64–65.
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ered little more than the Filipino sidekick, at the moment of his death de Guzman
became the company, his face displayed everywhere in the news media over
charts of the company’s finds and stock prices. If Bre-X had been a big story
before, it was truly dramatic now.

Mysteries abounded. A suicide note was found in which de Guzman wrote that
he couldn’t stand the pain of hepatitis. But he was an optimistic man and in quite
good health. What happened to the third man the other Filipino geologists had
seen enter the helicopter? Rumors circulated like wildfire. One Philippines
scholar confided to me, “When I heard about the watch found in the helicopter, I
had to find out what kind it was. When they said ‘Rolex,’ I knew he was mur-
dered. No Filipino gangster would dispose of his victim without first removing
his Rolex.” A sign, a trophy. The trouble was, the scene was cluttered with signs,
clues, false leads. Wives of de Guzman who knew nothing of each other’s exis-
tence cropped up everywhere: in Manila, Jakarta, Manado, Samarinda.21 Rumors
circulated that de Guzman had parachuted into Zurich.22 When a corpse was
finally found, the face and much of the body had been devoured by wild pigs.
Multiple autopsies failed to establish the identity of the body beyond contro-
versy: Could Bre-X have changed the fingerprint on his employee identity card?
Did the dental records match? And where were his geologist friends when it was
time for the funeral?23

It was at this point, too, that the gold deposit at Busang came to seem just as
mysterious. Bre-X had been drilling core samples at Busang since 1993; by 1997
some sites looked like “Swiss cheese.”24 As Busang became famous, industry
professionals came to visit. Bre-X president Walsh later complained, “Virtually
every mining geologist, analyst went to the site, but I never received one letter or
phone call during that whole period that something was amiss over in Indone-
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21. Peter Waldman and Jay Solomon, “Geologist’s Death May Lie at Heart of Busang Mystery,”
Wall Street Journal, 9 April 1997, A10.

22. “Rumors Swirl around Bre-X,” Ottawa Citizen, 25 March 1997, on-line version.
23. The autopsy results are discussed in the following news items: “Buried Body Not Geologist:

Report,” Ottawa Citizen, 10 April 1997, on-line version; Michael Platt, “Dead or Alive?” Calgary
Sun, 11 April 1997, CANOE on-line version; “Foul Play Fears Haunt Geologist,” Calgary Sun, 19
April 1997, CANOE on-line version; “Family Accepts Autopsy,” Calgary Sun, 21 April 1997, CANOE
on-line version; “ID Challenged,” 5 August 1997, Calgary Sun, CANOE on-line version; “Print
Identified as De Guzman’s,” 24 April 1997, Calgary Sun, CANOE on-line version. Bondan Winarno
(Bre-X: Sebungkah emas di kaki pelangi, 134–35) discusses the theory that although de Guzman
wore false teeth, the corpse had natural teeth. 

24. Nisid Hajari, “Is the Pot at the End of the Rainbow Empty?” Time, 7 April 1997, 149(14), on-
line version.
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sia.”25 The “analysts” Walsh refers to were mining stock analysts, and, indeed,
dozens visited the site, each fueling investors’ attraction with more glowing
reports. But in March 1997 the American company Freeport-McMoRan sent
their assayers as the “due diligence” element of their agreement to become part-
ners with Bre-X at Busang. Freeport found nothing. Furthermore, they claimed
that the kind of gold in Bre-X’s samples was inappropriate for the site: It was
stream-rounded alluvial gold instead of igneous gold. Bre-X’s assay methods
were now open to question. Rumors flew of plots and cover-ups, and the price of
Bre-X stocks roller-coastered. Perhaps Freeport was making false claims to take
over the property. Perhaps Bob Hasan, an Indonesian partner, was buying up
cheap stocks at a bargain-basement price. Why else had he taken out a bank loan
to log just in this area, just at this time?26 Perhaps New York investors were try-
ing to beat out Canadians.27 The gamble drew stock speculators into the fray, and
on 2 April trading was so intense that it closed down the computer system at the
Toronto Stock Exchange.28 On 3 May, however, the independent test report arrived.
Its finding: no economic gold deposit. The ballooning stock swap immediately
deflated; Bre-X stocks were officially worthless.29 Yet what are we to make of
the mysteries?

I am not a journalist, and my concern does not involve just which gold miners
and which Indonesian government officials and which stock market participants
knew about or participated in various conjuring acts. I’m more interested in the
art of conjuring itself, as practiced not only by Bre-X officers and employees but
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25. “Ultimate Betrayal: Bre-X Boss Says Pair Ruined Dream,” Calgary Sun, 12 October, 1997,
CANOE on-line version.

26. Joe Warmington, “Bre-X Takeover Claim,” 6 April 1997, and “Bank on More Intrigue,” 8
April 1997, Calgary Sun, CANOE on-line version. 

27. Joe Warmington, “Yanks Waiting: Americans Ready to Gobble up Bre-X Shares,” Calgary
Sun, 13 April 1997, CANOE on-line version.

28. David Jala, “Frenzy Stuns Market,” Calgary Sun, 2 April 1997, CANOE on-line version.
29. Strathcona Mineral Services conducted the independent technical audit. In the words of the

report: 

We very much regret having to express the firm opinion that an economic gold deposit has
not been identified in the Southeast zone of the Busang property, and is unlikely to be. We
realize that the conclusions reached in this interim report will be a great disappointment to
the many investors, employees, suppliers, and the joint-venture partners associated with Bre-
X, to the Government of Indonesia, and to the mining industry elsewhere. However, the mag-
nitude of the tampering with core samples that we believe has occurred and the resulting
falsification of assay values at Busang, is of a scale and over a period of time and with a pre-
cision that, to our knowledge, is without precedent in the history of mining anywhere in the
world. (Graham Farquarson [Strathcona Mineral Services], “Busang Technical Audit: Interim
Report,” reproduced in Gatra, 17 May 1997: 27)
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also by the analysts, reporters, investors, and regulators who formed their ret-
inue. I am struck by two counterintuitive observations. First, mystery, rumor, and
drama did not come to Bre-X just at the tail end of its ride; these qualities marked
the Bre-X story from its beginnings. Rather than closing Bre-X down, mystery
and drama kept Bre-X alive and growing; it was only when an official report
stopped the show that the company died. Second, Bre-X is not the only company
that has required spectacle to grow. Bre-X seems typical of the “junior” Cana-
dian mineral exploration companies that it has helped usher into the international
spotlight—except, of course, it was more successful at first and later more
despised. Junior companies don’t have the equipment or capital to take their min-
ing ventures very far. They must make a big splash, first, to attract enough
investors to keep prospecting and, second, to bring in big mining companies to
buy out their finds. 

One can draw the net wider. The mystery and spectacle Bre-X cultivated is
representative of many kinds of companies in which finance capital is the ruling
edge of accumulation. Such companies draw investments through drama. And
the importance of drama guarantees that it is very difficult to discern companies
that have long-term production potential from those that are merely good at
being on stage. The charismatic and dramatic attraction of international finance
capital was a key feature of Southeast Asian development strategies during the
so-called economic miracle. After the 1997 financial crisis, we were told to dis-
tinguish between the real and the fake, but does not the whole design of these
accumulation strategies work against our ability to draw this line? As in a beauty
contest, artistry and drama are necessary to compete; spectacle and mystery,
playing equally across the line of the real and the fake, establish the winning
reality of performance.30

Bre-X initially attracted investors because of the excitement of the reports
coming out about Busang. From the very first, Bre-X was in the news, and jour-
nalists constantly wrote about Busang. The success with which Bre-X attracted
investors depended on these reports and particularly on the ways they used and
elaborated tropes that brought the Bre-X find into other circulating stories of
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30. McLeod gives considerable weight to the Bre-X affair in bringing on the Indonesian financial
crisis by undermining investor confidence. He writes, “Perhaps the most significant recent event to
crystallize attitudes on the part of the general public, the intellectual and business elite, and the for-
eign investment community regarding the direction in which government had been heading was the
so-called Busang saga” (“Indonesia’s Crisis and Future Prospects,” 215). In my view, although the
Bre-X saga did not in itself shake the Indonesian economy very much, it dramatized issues of what
came to be called, following Philippine precedent from the 1980s, “crony capitalism.”
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wealth, power, and fulfillment. Some of these stories were colonial adventure
tales: the search for hidden, uncounted riches in remote places. Maclean’s, a
Canadian magazine, wrote: “Two, four, and then maybe six million ounces will
be pulled from Busang annually. There has never been an El Dorado like this.”31

Other stories told of frontier independence and the promise of wealth “at the end of
a miner’s rainbow,” as the New York Times put it, where “independent-mindedness”
led miners to “forbidding jungles” in search of the “century’s greatest gold
strike.”32 There were stories of science in the service of human innovation. There
were stories of war and conquest—“the battle for Busang”—recalling the French
and the United States in Vietnam, and Bre-X became, repeatedly, a “rumble in
the jungle,” and then, eventually, a “bungle” or a “jumble” in the jungle.33

There were also pervasive stories of underdog charisma. After announcing the
Busang find, Bre-X had to fight for the rights to mine it. The story of little Bre-X
up against the big North American mining companies and the big Indonesian
establishment gathered an overwhelming response, ushering in Bre-X’s greatest
period of popular investment. When U.S. ex-president George Bush and Cana-
dian ex-prime minister Brian Mulroney put pressure on Jakarta at the request of
a big company, Bre-X’s David Walsh, with his high school education, his beer
belly, and his ineptness, looked like David up against Goliath. He made such a
convincing “little guy” that after the scam was exposed many refused to believe
him responsible. As Fortune magazine’s reporter wrote, “Even now I have trou-
ble believing that Walsh participated. . . . Walsh looked more like some poor
schlemiel who had just won the lottery and couldn’t locate his ticket.”34

Stockholders, too, contributed to the stories swirling around Bre-X.35 Bre-X
established an Internet presence early on, with stories posted on their web site;
meanwhile, investors’ chat lines buzzed with Bre-X news.36 The more contro-
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31. Jennifer Wells, “Greed, Graft, Gold.” Maclean’s, 3 March 1997, 40.
32. Anthony DePalma, “At End of a Miner’s Rainbow, A Cloud of Confusion Lingers,” New York

Times, 31 March 1997, A1.
33. Jennifer Wells, “Rumble in the Jungle,” Maclean’s, 3 February 1997, 38–39; Bre-Xscam.com

web site, “The Bungle in the Jungle”; Michael Platt, “Rush Hour in the Jungle,” Calgary Sun, 23 May
1997.

34. Behar, “Jungle Fever,” 123.
35. Goold and Willis (“The Bre-X Fraud,” 207) write about the Canadian scene: “Because so

many small investors held Bre-X stock, virtually everyone knew someone who had won or lost
money. Their stories, often exaggerated, played out across the country. In this environment, any
rumour had legs.” 

36. “On Silicon’s popular net forum Techstox, Bre-X dominated for months. More than 4,000
new people a day were searching for Bre-X information, and more than 700 items were being posted
about the company for all to read” (Francis, Bre-X: The Inside Story, 153). 
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versy swirled around Bre-X, the more investors talked and exchanged rumors,
extending, too, dreams of wealth, conspiracy theories, reinterpretations of the
mining geology and engineering, and romances of unexpected underdog advan-
tage. On the Internet, dramatic presentation was often clearly the point. As one
Silicon Investor contributor wrote about the Bre-X Internet thread, “The theater
is open. The stage is set 24 hrs. a day. There is always an audience.”37

One Internet contributor signed herself “Ole49er,” reminding readers that the
Wild West is never far from discussion of Bre-X. A Canadian shareholder with
whom I spoke explained that Canadians were excited about the chance to invest
in minerals in Indonesia because of the symbolic importance of mining in Canada
as well as a national anxiety about the closing of the frontier. Environmental reg-
ulations in Canada, he explained, made it difficult to mine profitably in the last
wide open spaces of the Canadian West. Yet those open spaces might be pursued
abroad in foreign lands. As a substitute frontier, Bre-X’s Kalimantan continued
the excitement of the frontier story of Canada’s development. 

But what of Kalimantan in this story? In the moment of frontier making,
financial conjuring runs up against the landscape, but not quite as in its dreams.
At this trick in the magic show, an opportunity presents itself to ask about how
the magic works, and how it doesn’t.

Frontiers

Let me return to the beginning of the Bre-X story, or at least one beginning, in
Kalimantan. A brave man is hacking his way through the jungle, alone and sur-
rounded by disease and danger. There is nothing there but mud, malaria, leeches,
hepatitis, and the pervasive loneliness of the jungle trek. But one day . . . he dis-
covers gold!

This is an old story, told not only about Borneo, but about many a jungle or
lonely rock cliff. But it is also what the Bre-X miners told the press. According to
the Far Eastern Economic Review:

The story of how Felderhof and de Guzman unearthed Busang’s golden
secret is the stuff that fables are made of. Mostly it is a human saga—
about two quiet, very ordinary men from opposite sides of the world who
persevered for years in the face of tropical illnesses and some of the
harshest terrain in the world. . . .
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37. David Zgodzinski, “Bre-X: The Battle between Bulls and Bears on SI,” Silicon Investor, 4
May 1997.
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Felderhof first landed in Indonesia in 1980. . . . he worked his way
from west to east across the centre of the vast Borneo island. . . . Those
were hard times. He lived in jungle villages, eating whatever was avail-
able, carrying what he needed on his back, and hacking his way through
some of the remotest rain forest in Asia.

De Guzman has gone through similar hardships. . . . He’s had malaria
14 times since he met up with Felderhof in 1986. . . . Travelling alone, de
Guzman took a seven-hour boat ride up the Mahakam River, then trekked
32 kilometers. . . . During a week of old-fashioned prospecting, he recog-
nized a geological setting he had come to know well in the Philippines.38

The story has come close to the moment of discovery. The New York Times 
tells that moment succinctly: “1994. Michael de Guzman, a mining geologist, is
trekking through the Busang site doing work for Bre-X when a bit of yellow rock
on a river bank catches his eye. ‘Check it out,’ he writes on a plastic strip and
tacks it to the rock. His assistant follows with a more detailed analysis and
writes: ‘Checkmate.’”39

One might be suspicious of this sudden appearance from nowhere of an assis-
tant, but let’s let that pass and move on to the second act in the discovery, the sci-
entific theory that lets the miners know that a glitter of gold might be the tip of an
underground hoard. Without science, de Guzman is just a Filipino guy playing
with rocks; with science, he is the translator between nature and North American
industry. The Far Eastern Economic Review story continues: “Working alone at
3 o’clock one morning, it suddenly became crystal clear [to de Guzman]. Bound-
ing upstairs, he woke Puspos [the assistant] and explained his theory: that
Busang, with its dome-like geological structure, lay at a fault-line crossroads.
Together on that January morning, the two spent eight hours in ‘nonstop techni-
cal brainstorming.’”40

It’s a lovely story, but it bears a very odd relationship to everything else one
might want to say about mining in Kalimantan. By the time de Guzman arrived at
Busang, foreign prospectors, migrant miners, and local residents had all combed
the landscape for gold. Yet his “discovery” story does not reflect the interdepen-
dence of his knowledge with that of other miners. Local residents, government
regulations, mining camps, churches, markets, bus schedules, army officers, vil-
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38. John McBeth, “The Golden Boys,” Far Eastern Economic Review, no. 10, 6 March 1997,
42–43.

39. DePalma, “At End of a Miner’s Rainbow,” C10.
40. McBeth, “The Golden Boys,” 44.
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lage heads, property disputes: All are missing. The frontier story requires that de
Guzman wander alone on an empty landscape. 

The story of lonely prospectors making independent discoveries in a remote
jungle moved North American investors and stimulated the capital flow that made
Bre-X rich. These images are repeated in the portfolio of every North American
prospecting company working in Kalimantan. Consider the exploration of a Cana-
dian prospecting company called International Pursuit, as reported in Gold
Newsletter’s Mining Share Focus. International Pursuit was prospecting in the
wake of the Bre-X drama and needed to distance itself from Bre-X. Yet the fron-
tier story is precisely the same. The company has sent its prospectors to the empty,
wild landscape of Kalimantan, where, through a combination of luck and science,
they stumble on precious metals. They are in particular luck, because in late 1997
the devastation brought about by El Niño drought and forest fires had given the
landscape some of the wild loneliness of which they dreamed. El Niño, they say,
was a godsend because the streams dried up, revealing hidden minerals. “It was as
if Mother Nature had lifted a curtain, exposing the secrets below,” the industry
reporter wrote. Ignoring local residents’ hunger, fire damage, smoke inhalation,
and displacement, he bragged, “International Pursuit’s exploration teams were
among the relative few left on the ground.”41

I first began to think about gold mining because of the spread of desolation
and wildness across large swaths of the Kalimantan landscape. I had been work-
ing with people in this area for some time and knew them not so long ago when
traditional resource claims were strong.42 Suddenly, a new landscape began to
develop, and I couldn’t help but think of it as a “frontier,” because so many
themes and images of frontiers, from the U.S. Wild West to the Brazilian Ama-
zon, were self-consciously overlaid on the Kalimantan landscape. The mad 
rush for gold joined and stimulated mad rushes for logs, birds’ nests, incense
woods, marble, and even sand, to transform the landscape in the 1990s from a
quiet scene of forests, fields, and houses to a wild terrain of danger, urgency, and
destruction.43
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41. Brien Lundin, “International Pursuit: Turning World-Class Potential into World-Class Real-
ity,” Gold Newsletter’s Mining Share Focus, 2(1) (1998): 4.

42. Anna Tsing, In the Realm of the Diamond Queen: Marginality in an Out-of-the-Way Place
(Princeton N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1993).

43. In the early 1990s, the first small-time migrant gold miners came to my research areas in
South Kalimantan; in other parts of Kalimantan, they arrived somewhat earlier. They came
together with two technical innovations: the extension into the forest of logging roads, which
opened the terrain to motor transport; and the introduction of a hand-held hydraulic pump, small
enough to carry, yet powerful enough to hose away a hillside to expose its gold-bearing gravel.
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Three developments seemed essential to the transformation of the terrain.
First, big and small entrepreneurs were interdependent. Transnational companies
and transregional migrants from all over Indonesia complemented each other. In
mining, big companies have official permits; small-time miners are illegal. Small
miners lead company prospectors to the best spots. The companies displace them
but then employ them for prospecting. The companies complain about the ille-
gals, blaming them for environmental problems, thus protecting their own repu-
tations. The illegals supply the everyday services for the companies. The compa-
nies follow the small miners and the small miners cluster around the companies;
they are codependents living off common loot. 

Second, nature had to be made into loot, free for all. In the 1980s, logging
companies worked hard to extinguish local rights to resources. “This place belongs
to Indonesia, not to you,” the logging bosses said when residents complained.
The military followed and supported their claims, creating an authoritarian law-
lessness that made resources free to those who could take them. By the mid
1990s, local residents told me, “We still know our customary legal rights, but no
one cares about them.” The roads invited migrants, violence became key to owner-
ship, and swarming miners escalated the terror, the risk, and the urgency of tak-
ing everything out, right away.

Third, frontier migrants arrived at the end of long chains of culture and capi-
tal. Small miners rarely own the hydraulic pumps with which they remove top-
soil; they contract them from urban entrepreneurs in profit-sharing arrange-
ments. Often, they subcontract with local residents, dividing imagined profits
even further. Migrants and local residents learn to share cultural practices of
entrepreneurship that reach from distant cities deep into the forest. Local resi-
dents bring mining activities up the rivers, through their familiar forests, close to
home, spreading frontier standards of rapid resource extraction. They are drawn
into the competition and violence of frontier relationships, taking on even the
superficial trappings of migrant-oriented subsistence, marked with flimsy plastic
tents and a diet of coffee and canned sardines. In these entrepreneurial chains, a
spreading frontier culture is created. It is a culture dedicated to the obliteration of
local places, local land and resource rights, local knowledges of flora and fauna.
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Each of these technologies carried social and political conventions and practices and dreams, as
described in the text below. I have written elsewhere in more detail about the self-conscious mak-
ing of a “frontier” in Kalimantan. See Anna Tsing, “A Logging Road Has Got to Be,” in Histories
of the Future, ed. Susan Harding and Daniel Rosenberg, forthcoming. The importance of logging
roads for the mining industry in Kalimantan is discussed in Danielson and Whyte, Bre-X: Gold
Today, Gone Tomorrow, 43. 
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The makeshift camps of the miners proliferate across the landscape, mixing
migrants and local residents in an antilocal regionality in which commitment to
the local landscape is as useless as the gravel residue left after gold has been
picked out and taken away. 

Frontier culture is a conjuring act because it creates the wild and spreading
regionality of its imagination. It conjures a self-conscious translocalism, commit-
ted to the obliteration of local places. Such commitments are themselves distinc-
tive and limited—and thus “local” from another perspective. Yet they break with
past localisms in self-conscious regionalism. This is a conjuring of scale, and
frontier resource extraction relies on it. 

A distinctive feature of this frontier regionality is its magical vision; it asks par-
ticipants to see a landscape that doesn’t exist, at least not yet. It must continually
erase old residents’ rights to create its wild and empty spaces where discovering
resources, not stealing them, is possible. To do so, too, it must cover up the condi-
tions of its own production. Consider the contrasts between the features of the story
of the frontier that must be told and the frontier conditions I observed: The lone
prospector replaces swarming migrants and residents, searching the landscape. The
excitement of scientific discovery replaces the violence of expropriation as local
resource rights are extinguished and armed gangs enforce their preeminence. The
autonomy of the prospector’s find replaces the interdependent negotiations of big
companies and illegal miners, each leading each other to new sites and trading
political and material assets as they form complementary players.44

Why does the frontier story have any power at all, considering what it erases?
How can it imagine the Kalimantan landscape so wrongly? These trompe l’oeils
are possible only because of national discipline: the violence of the military,
which spreads a regional lawlessness; the legal regulations that privilege com-
pany rights and profits yet allow illegal migrants to accumulate in the spreading
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44. Narratives of frontier gold discovery often give more clues to the interdependence of company
miners and independent gold seekers than they admit in their official “discovery tales.” Bre-X geologists
were quite willing to admit, informally, that they chose their prospecting sites through the advice of
small-scale Kalimantan miners, who led them to gold-rich sites. Consider, for example, the narrative
Bre-X chief geologist Felderhof told reporters about how he first found Busang: “Felderhof had first
heard of Busang in the early 1980s, when he and his Australian colleague Mike Bird were exploring the
logging roads of Borneo on rented motorcycles. They roared from village to village, asking the locals to
point out where they had found gold nuggets in stream beds” (Goold and Willis, “The Bre-X Fraud,” 36).
Indeed, one of the earliest clouds of suspicion about the rich “southeast zone” of Busang was generated
by the fact that small-scale miners did not pan for gold in this area (Danielson and Whyte, Bre-X: Gold
Today, Gone Tomorrow, 197). Despite acknowledging this interdependence, it never occurred to the geol-
ogists that it might interfere with their personal rights—or their official stories—of “discovery.” 
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wildness; the confusion between private entrepreneurship and public office that
forged the national government. This is not the only kind of nationmaking that
can exist. To explore its specificity, it is useful to turn our attention to CoWs.

CoWs

CoWs are Contracts of Work. No mining company can extract minerals in
Indonesia without one. Like animals, CoWs come in generations. The first CoW
was a much revered and singular ancestor, granted to Louisiana’s Freeport-
McMoRan to mine in Irian Jaya.45 Succeeding generations of CoWs have
become more differentiated, more limited, more finely detailed.46 Yet as they
develop, they continue to be icons, even fetishes, held up to show the relationship
between the Indonesian nation and the world. Ideally, they guarantee that resource
extraction activities work in the interests of the Indonesian nation as well as the
mining company. They specify the conditions that create mutual benefits shared
between the nation and its foreign investors. 

CoWs are magical tools of the national elite. Although merely paper and ink,
they conjure a regular income for the Indonesian nation-state. Their terms must
be secure and attractive by international standards, or they will not draw capital.
But if they meet these standards, they can also conjure the funds that allow the
nation-state to produce itself as what one might call a “miracle nation”: a nation
in which foreign funds support the authoritarian rule that keeps the funds safe. I
earlier called this “franchise cronyism.” In exchange for supplying the money to
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45. In April 1967, Freeport Indonesia was granted a tax holiday, concessions on normal levies,
exemption from royalties, freedom in the use of foreign personnel and goods, and exemption from
the requirement for Indonesian equity. The terms were changed slightly in 1976, canceling the
remaining eighteen months of the tax holiday and allowing the Indonesian government to purchase
an 8.5 percent share (Hadi Soesastro and Budi Sudarsono, “Mineral and Energy Development in
Indonesia,” in The Minerals Industries of ASEAN and Australia: Problems and Prospects, ed. Bruce
McKern and Praipol Koomsup [Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 1988], 161–208).

46. More restrictive second generation and less restrictive third generation CoWs were introduced
in 1968 and 1976, respectively. 1986–87 marked the Australian “gold rush” in Indonesia and intro-
duced fourth generation CoWs, with “one year of general survey ending with 25% relinquishment of
concession area; three years of exploration with 75% relinquishment by the end of the fourth year; an
Indonesian partner in the CoW; and equity divestment after five years of operation so that ideally after
10 years of production the local partner holds 51%” (Carolyn Marr, Digging Deep: The Hidden Costs of
Mining in Indonesia [London: Down to Earth, 1988], 16). Fifth generation contracts began in 1990, with
tax incentives and low tariff property taxes. A 1992 law required foreign investors in frontier areas to
reduce their equity shares to a maximum of 95 percent within five years and to 80 percent within twenty
years (Marr, Digging Deep, 17). Sixth generation CoWs, requiring environmental impact assessments,
were offered in 1997 (Bondan Winarno, Bre-X: Sebungkah emas di kaki pelangi, 28).
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support the national leaders who can make the state secure, investors are offered
the certainties of the contract, which ensures title to mineral deposits, fixes taxa-
tion rates, and permits export of profit. 

The CoW guarantees that investors are not working with “dictators.” As one
Canadian Bre-X investor explained to me, in investing his modest funds he
always avoided the countries of dictators. This was the reason the Bre-X invest-
ment seemed reasonable. I was confused: What is a dictator? As we talked, I real-
ized that a dictator is a foreign ruler who interferes with Canadian investment.
Indonesia’s President Suharto was not a dictator, at least before Bre-X. As Bre-X
president David Walsh put it, his company—like other Australian and Canadian
mining companies in the 1980s and 1990s—targeted Indonesia “by virtue of its
geological setting, favorable investment climate and political stability.”47

Other nations could be and were imagined in Indonesia. Suharto’s New
Order regime emerged violently in 1966 from an earlier scene of diverse and
competitive programs for making the nation, and from the start the regime
depended on the repression of other Indonesian national visions through cen-
sorship and militarization. Political quietude was nurtured, too, through inter-
nationally sponsored “development,” which came to refer to programs of state
expansion dedicated to convincing diverse local people of the unified national
standards of state power. Through “development,” the state conceived a legal
framework to claim the nation’s resources and make them available for foreign
expropriation, thus amassing the materials through which its version of the
nation could prosper. 

When investment capital began to circulate wildly across national boundaries
in the 1980s, the Indonesian elite was ready for it. They beckoned to the mining
sector, saying: “There are still vast tracts of unexplored land in Indonesia. For
those who dare to venture, Indonesia offers immense possibilities.”48 The Aus-
tralians came. One Indonesian ex-mining official candidly admitted that these
were “irresponsible investments” with “rubbish technology.” When the Canadian
companies followed in the 1990s, it was more of the same: “It’s a repetition of
history. It’s not really a gold rush. It’s rather a stock market rush.”49 Yet the gov-
ernment transformed the stock market rush into a gold rush by offering it regional
frontiers in the making. The regime gave the companies Contracts of Work,
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47. Wells, “Greed, Graft, Gold,” 42.
48. Dr. Soetaryo Sigit, ex-Director General of Mines, “Current Mining Developments in Indone-

sia,” quoted in Marr, Digging Deep, 26. 
49. Rachman Wiriosudarmo, quoted by Wells, “Greed, Graft, Gold,” 41.
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despite their irresponsibility. The CoWs wrote away local rights. Military men
deployed to enforce CoWs felt encouraged to start their own entrepreneurial
schemes, creating a model of government in which administrators by definition
doubled as entrepreneurs who, supported by kickbacks, freed up resources for
investors, including themselves. Civil servants became franchise entrepreneurs,
too, learning to conjure the miracle nation locally. It was they who sanctioned the
mass migration of illegal small loggers and miners that kept the regional econ-
omy afloat while bigger investors took out bigger resources and profits. In this
escalating mobility and lawlessness, the mysteries of the search for buried trea-
sure became possible. Whether gold was there or not, the economy could grow,
spurred on by fabulous dreams. 

By the 1990s the Suharto regime began to take for granted its domestic stabil-
ity and international support. The work of disguising official kickbacks as sound
investment policy seemed already complete. Perhaps this is how to understand
how the set performance of the miracle nation could have been allowed to deteri-
orate into dramatic excess. Drama ultimately embarrassed the Suharto regime,
allowing investors to label it corrupt. At the same time, it provided a moment of
opportunity for investors, who could maneuver within the new embarrassments
of national performance to gain a better position for themselves. No investors did
better than Bre-X and its rivals in opening up those dramatic cracks and making
them visible on international news screens. However unselfconscious the manip-
ulation, it seems clear that the over-the-top drama of franchise cronyism set off
around Bre-X allowed the Bre-X investment bubble to last far longer than it
could have otherwise, drawing out the drama from the 1994 announcement of
gold to the 1997 death of de Guzman. This drama popularized the Bre-X story,
vastly enlarging investment.

In January 1994 Barrick Gold offered to buy a stake in Bre-X. Barrick was
conducting an aggressive campaign of acquisitions in an attempt to become the
world’s biggest gold-mining company.50 As mentioned above, Barrick’s CEO,
Peter Munk, was a risk taker who made his fortune by a chance buy of a Nevada
mine, which turned out to be a fabulous mother lode. Barrick had targeted
Indonesia as a possible site for high-profit, low-cost mining, and Bre-X’s Busang
was just Barrick’s kind of buy. 

When Bre-X turned him down, Barrick moved into the cracks of the Indone-
sian regime, working the connection between greed and vulnerability that their
nation-making performances had produced. The high-powered politicians on
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Barrick’s advisory board pressured the minister of mines and energy, and even
President Suharto.51 Barrick then approached the president’s daughter, Tutut, a
tycoon in road construction contracts. He offered her Busang’s construction con-
tracts, and she pushed the minister of mines to negotiate a Barrick–Bre-X split in
which the government would control 10 percent of the mine, Barrick 70 percent,
and Bre-X 20 percent. Bre-X was vulnerable because they had begun drilling
without a CoW; now the ministry pulled out even their temporary exploration
permit to clinch the deal.52

Bre-X stockholders went wild with anger. In the glare of their dissatisfaction,
the drama escalated. Placer Dome, another Canadian company, made a better
bid.53 Meanwhile, Bre-X made a spectacular play by approaching the president’s
son, Sigit, and offering him 10 percent of the mine plus an eye-catching one mil-
lion dollars per month to push their case. Whether naive, as read at the time, or
unimaginably clever, this move took the performance of franchise cronyism to its
extreme limits, offering the investment drama a new life. Now Suharto’s children
were pitted against each other publicly.

Barrick continued to have government support until it gained a new opponent:
Indonesian entrepreneur Bob Hasan, the longtime friend and golfing buddy of
the president, and the man who best knew how to mimic foreign investors’ ploys
to enlarge his own empire. Hasan played the patriot of the miracle nation, argu-
ing passionately that the enrichment and empowerment of national elites is the
first principle of national interest. Barrick irritated him by sending in North
American politicians, and he railed against their “cowboyisms,” which made
Indonesia look helpless under the American thumb.54 Meanwhile, he managed to
acquire a 50 percent share in Bre-X’s Indonesian partner.55

The game was almost over when President Suharto asked Bob Hasan to
work out what to do with Bre-X, and yet this, too, was a moment of momentous
drama. Bre-X stockholders were at the edge of their seats. Activist stockholder
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51. U.S. ex-president Bush wrote Suharto to express his “highly favorable” impression of Barrick
(Wells, “Rumble in the Jungle”). 

52. Wells, “Greed, Graft, and Gold.”
53. By this time, it was clear to all the players that the Indonesian government was calling the

shots. Placer Dome sent their bid directly to the president (John McBeth and Jay Solomon, “First
Friend,” Far Eastern Economic Review, no. 8, 20 February 1997: 52–54).

54. Hasan’s perspective was developed in a context in which other Indonesians were calling for
greater national control of Busang. Islamic leader Amien Rais, for example, argued that the gold
“should be kept for our grandchildren in the 21st century” (cited in Francis, Bre-X: The Inside Story,
130). Bondan Winarno (Bre-X: Sebungkah emas di kaki pelangi, 84–94) details nationalist claims. 

55. Hasan’s investments during this period are detailed in McBeth and Solomon, “First Friend.”
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George Chorny wrote a public letter to Hasan, reminding him that it was Bre-
X that had discovered the gold. “It’s not any of the guys at Barrick or Placer.
It’s not the Indonesian government. All the Indonesian government did was to
welcome the people of Bre-X to come into their country with open arms to
explore this jungle, this desolate jungle in the middle of nowhere.”56 For
Chorny, the frontier is always already empty. But Hasan had a different per-
spective; making the frontier was a national responsibility. Hasan dismissed
both Barrick and Placer Dome and brought in the regime’s favorite company,
Freeport-McMoRan. In Hasan’s solution, Freeport-McMoRan would take 15
percent of the mine and become sole operator; the Indonesian government
would take 10 percent; Hasan’s companies would take 30 percent; and the
remaining 45 percent would remain with Bre-X. Backed to the wall, Bre-X
signed gracefully.57

Freeport, unlike Bre-X and even Barrick, was not in the business of spectacu-
lar accumulation, the economy of appearances. Freeport worked with its own
cultural logic of investment and development, which, at least at this period, dif-
fered from that of Bre-X. Freeport was no mining “junior,” amassing capital to
finance further exploration. Instead, it had established itself as a big, solid out-
post of “American civilization” in Indonesia. As CEO Jim Bob Moffett put it,
“We are thrusting a spear of economic development into the heartland of Irian
Jaya.”58 Freeport built residential neighborhoods in Irian Jaya reminiscent of U.S.
suburbs; Moffett performed Elvis Presley imitations during Christmas visits.
Freeport’s culture of business, then, offered Americanization rather than “fron-
tier discovery” as a model of profitability.

Freeport had long since gained its miracle deal from the Suharto regime. Its
personal Contract of Work far exceeded the benefits of all other investors. In
turn, Freeport was the largest source of investor tax revenue for the Indonesian
government. It had spent an enormous amount of money developing its Gras-
berg mine in Irian Jaya, where it depended on the support of the army to keep
local residents properly behaved. In 1995, however, riots closed the mine; in
1996, Irian tribal leaders sued the company for environmental destruction and
human rights abuses, and the Overseas Private Investment Corporation (an
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57. Bre-X president David Walsh said he was settling with an arrangement that reflected
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Defends Pact with Indonesia,” Wall Street Journal, 2 February 1997, B3a).

58. Cited in Marr, Digging Deep, 71.
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agency of the U.S. government) cancelled the company’s risk insurance
because of its environmental policies. In 1997, then, Freeport was busy living
down international accusations of environmental and social irresponsibility in
Irian Jaya. It needed a green profile and solid production results, not an eco-
nomic miracle.59 In this spirit, Freeport sent in a sober team to assess the gold at
Busang. There was nothing there. “It makes me sick every time I think about it,”
said Jim Bob Moffett, Freeport’s CEO.60 Following a few impressive last gasps,
the spectacle wound down and collapsed. Said Bre-X president David Walsh,
“Four and a half years of hard work and the pot at the end of the rainbow is a
bucket of slop.”61

On Spectacular Accumulation

What does this story tell us about transnational finance and its globalist aspira-
tions? In the midst of their dramatic roles, the major players usefully remind us
of the stage they have laid. Like Bob Hasan, I am struck by the North American
character of the dreams and schemes of investment that swirled around Bre-X.
With Bre-X stockholders, I marvel at the ability of Indonesian nation makers to
usurp an economic process that has been imagined as fiercely independent from
national controls. And as for the Kalimantan landscape, it is hard not to mourn:
The pot at the end of the rainbow is a bucket of eroding mud, damaged forests,
and mercury-poisoned rivers. Slop indeed.

It was the Canadian imagination of the combined frontier of investment and
mining that made this drama possible. The mining industry has been historically
important to Canada’s economy and identity. By the 1980s, its locus had shifted
from mining in Canada to mining for Canada. It represented opportunity, poten-
tial prosperity, and the sense of initiative in national character. Bre-X’s run from
the bottom of the Alberta stock exchange to the top of the Toronto exchange and
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ernment, see n. 45; Francis, Bre-X: The Inside Story, 129; and Goold and Willis, “The Bre-X Fraud,”
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61. “Ultimate Betrayal: Bre-X Boss Says Pair Ruined Dream,” Calgary Sun, 12 October 1997,
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into the world was a source of pride for many Canadians. As much as for profit,
Canadians invested for reasons of national pride.62

Yet the national specificity of attraction to investments disappears in the
excitement of commitments to globalism in the financial world. When one thinks
about finance in the Bre-X case, there was nothing worldwide about it at all; it
was Canadian and U.S. investment in Indonesia. Yet it is easy to assimilate this
specific trajectory of investment to an imagined globalism to the extent that the
global is defined as the opening-up process in which remote places submit to for-
eign finance. Every time finance finds a new site of engagement, we think the
world is getting more global. In this act of conjuring, global becomes the process
of finding new sites. In the force field of this particular globalism, Canadian
national dreams are reimagined as transcendent, circulating, beyond culture.

Despite the enormous coercions and seductions of financiers, which aim to
make the whole world ready for investment, there is great particularity not only
in the reasons a Canadian might want to invest but also in the places where he
or she can invest. In the 1990s, when the dreams of the Indonesian elite linked
with those of Canadians to jointly conjure the promise of gold, Indonesia
became one of those places. Images of remote wild places that could make inde-
pendent-minded Canadians rich and free touched Indonesian visions of a mira-
cle nation, a nation that could come into being in the arms of foreign finance.
Flying in the face of financiers’ fantasies of making the nation disappear before
the greater mobility of capital, the magic of the miracle nation, waving its
CoWs, asserted itself as the only door to North American investment. CoWs, as
I have argued, are not merely mechanical adjustments of economic affairs. They
are fetish objects, charged with conjuring the miracle nation in the face of com-
peting, threatening alternative visions that unless warded off might come to
control the apparatus of the state. From investors’ perspectives, they are
charged, too, with the security of profit and property. As a gift, they remake the
identities of both giver and receiver, vitalizing the miracle nation and its global-
ist speculators. 
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62. The importance of small, popular investment in Bre-X highlights the importance of this
national agenda. “At its peak in May 1996, 70 percent of Bre-X’s 240 million shares were in the
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of Bre-X trading was from outside Canada and 90 percent of all Bre-X trading was conducted on the
Toronto Stock Exchange (197). 
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For the aspirations of international investors and national elites to emerge as
more than a moment’s daydream, however, they must be made tangible on a
regional landscape. They must engage people, places, and environments. The
antilocal culture of Kalimantan frontier regionalism nurtured and raised up both
the miracle nation and Canadian speculation. Here is a truly cosmopolitan scene,
where varied dreams are jumbled together, naming and renaming creeks, valleys,
routes, and towns. The dreamers jostle, fight bitterly, and patronize each other.
As they make their own new places, these, too, are knocked away. Even old resi-
dents become aliens, as the familiar landscape is transfigured by trauma, danger,
and the anxiety of the unknown. Here mystery can flourish, and unexpected dis-
coveries can be made. Unimagined riches can be found because the layout of
wealth and poverty is unsettled, un-imagined. Impossible promises cannot be
ignored. On this landscape, the economy of appearances seems so real that it
must be true. 

When the spectacle passes on, what is left is rubble and mud, the residues of
success and failure. People with other stakes and stories will have to pick up the
pieces. 

✦  ✦  ✦

At the intersection of projects for making globes, nations, and regions, new
kinds of economies can emerge. In the Bre-X drama, globalist commitments to
opening up fresh sites for Canadian mining investments enabled Indonesian
visions of a miracle nation at the same time as they stimulated the search for
mining frontiers. The program of the miracle nation offered speculators secu-
rity as it forced potential frontier regions into lawless violence and abolished
customary tenure. When Kalimantan responded by developing a wild frontier,
its regional reformation confirmed the proprietary rights of the miracle nation.
The Kalimantan frontier could then appeal to globalist speculation, offering a
landscape where both discovery and loss were possible. Three scale-making
projects came together here: the globe-making aspirations of finance capital,
the nation-making coercions of franchise cronyism, and the region-making
claims of frontier culture (fig. 1, p. 121). Globalist, nationalist, and regionalist
dreams linked to enunciate a distinctive economic program, the program of
spectacular accumulation. 

Spectacular accumulation occurs when investors speculate on a product that
may or may not exist. Investors are looking for the appearance of success. They
cannot afford to find out if the product is solid; by then their chances for profit
will be gone. To invest in software development requires this kind of leap: Soft-
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ware developers sell their potential, not their product. Biotechnology requires a
related if distinctive leap of faith to trust the processes of innovation and patent-
ing to yield as-yet-unknown property rights and royalties. Real estate development
requires an assessment of desirability and growth, not demonstrated occupancy;
it sells investors attractiveness. In each of these cases, economic performance is
conjured dramatically.63

I use the term spectacular accumulation mainly to argue with evolutionary
assumptions in popular theories of the ever changing world economy. According
to regulation theorists, “flexible accumulation” is the latest stage of capitalism.
Flexible accumulation follows Fordist production as barbarism follows savagery,
that is, up a singular political-economic ladder. David Harvey’s writing has made
this conceptualization influential among anthropologists, who suggest correlated
changes in culture, spatiality, and scale to go along with this evolutionary pro-
gression.64 Thus, too, we imagine evolutionary changes in the making of space
and time. With Harvey, anthropologists have begun to imagine a worldwide con-
densation of space and time in which spaces grow smaller and times more instan-
taneous and effortless. Consider, however, the space-time requirements of Bre-
X’s spectacular accumulation: Space is hugely enlarged; far from miniature and
easy, it becomes expansive, labored, and wild, spreading muddy, malarial fron-
tiers. Time is quickened, but into the rush of acceleration, not the efficiency of
quick transfers. It is not effortless; if you can’t feel the rush and the intensity, you
are missing the point, and you’ll keep your money at home. Moreover, this spec-
tacular accumulation does not call out to be imagined as new. It is self-
consciously old, drawing us back to the South Sea bubble and every gold rush in
history. In contrast with flexible accumulation, its power is not its rejection of the
past but its ability to keep this old legacy untarnished. 
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63. It is important to remember that it is possible to make a great deal of money out of specula-
tion even if the product comes to nothing. Bre-X shareholders made money merely by selling their
shares while the price was still high. The outspoken investors Greg and Kathy Chorny, for example,
sold two thirds of their stock for C$40 million and lost a comparatively minor sum on remaining
shares (Francis, Bre-X: The Inside Story, 196). At the end, smart investors made money by “short
selling,” that is, borrowing Bre-X shares from brokers, selling them, and returning them by buying
them back at a lower price. Goold and Willis (“The Bre-X Fraud,” 221) report that 5.5 million Bre-X
shares were sold short. Francis (Bre-X: The Inside Story, 203) reports that the investment bank
Oppenheimer and Co. made C$100 million shorting Bre-X stock. Meanwhile, other firms and indi-
viduals, including Quebec’s public pension fund and the Ontario Teachers Pension Plan Board, lost
major amounts of money (Goold and Willis, “The Bre-X Fraud,” 248). 
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I have no desire to add yet another classificatory device to the annals of capi-
talism. Instead, my point is to show the heterogeneity of capitalism at every
moment in time. Capitalist forms and processes are continually made and unmade;
if we offer singular predictions we allow ourselves to be caught by them as ide-
ologies. This seems especially pressing when considering the analysis of scale.
At the end of this century, every ambitious world-making project wants to show
itself able to forge new scales. NGOs, ethnic groups and coalitions, initiatives for
human rights and social justice: We all want to be creative and self-conscious
about our scale-making. We want to claim the globe as ours. In this context,
rather than ally myself with globalist financiers to tell of their globe, I want to
trace how that globe comes into being both as a culturally specific set of commit-
ments and as a set of practices. The investment drama of the Bre-X story shows
how articulations among globalist, nationalist, and regionalist projects bring each
project to life. In the spirit of serious but joking diagrams, I offer an acronym to
refocus your attention (fig. 2). The particularity of globalist projects, I am argu-
ing, is best seen in the contingent articulations that make them possible and bring
them to life: These are APHIDS, Articulations among Partially Hegemonic
Imagined Different Scales. 

Often we turn to capitalism to understand how what seem to be surface devel-
opments form part of an underlying pattern of exploitation and class formation.
Yet before we succumb to the capitalist monolith called up in these analyses, it is
useful to look at the continual emergence of new capitalist niches, cultures, and
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Figure 2
APHIDS
This acronym is both serious and a joke.
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forms of agency. For this task, Stuart Hall’s idea about the role of articulation in
the formation of new political subjects is helpful. New political subjects form, he
argues, as preexisting groups link and, through linking, enunciate new identities
and interests.65 Social processes and categories also can develop in this way. I
have used this insight to trace the spectacular accumulation brought into being by
the articulation of finance capital, franchise cronyism, and frontier culture. While
each of these linked projects achieved only a moment of partial hegemony, this
was also a moment of dramatic success. Soon after the events I have narrated,
Indonesia’s economy precipitously collapsed; the miracle nation was discredited
as a site for investment, and the articulation fell apart. 

Afterward, analysts scrambled to describe the difference between good and
bad investments. They recognized that the Busang saga had contributed in a
small way to the Indonesian crash. But they ignored or refused its allegorical
quality: Bre-X offered a dramatic rendition of the promises and perils of the eco-
nomic miracle attributed, in Indonesia and beyond, to globalization.66

As the century turns, the field of anthropology has taken on the challenge of
freeing critical imaginations from the specter of neoliberal conquest—singular,
universal, global. Attention to contingency and articulation can help us describe
both the cultural specificity and the fragility of capitalist—and globalist—
success stories. In this shifting heterogeneity there are new sources of hope, and,
of course, new nightmares.

Anna Tsing teaches anthropology at the University of California, Santa Cruz, and
is currently a fellow at the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences
in Stanford, California. Her publications include In the Realm of the Diamond
Queen: Marginality in an Out-of-the-Way Place (1993) and, with Paul Green-
ough, the forthcoming coedited volume Imagination and Distress in Southern
Environmental Projects.
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65. Stuart Hall, “On Postmodernism and Articulation: An Interview with Stuart Hall,” edited by
Lawrence Grossberg, in Stuart Hall: Critical Dialogues in Cultural Studies, ed. David Morley and
Kuan-Hsing Chen (London: Routledge, 1996), 131–50.

66. Other Bre-X allegories have been suggested—for example, that greed blinds everyone’s eyes
(Goold and Willis, “The Bre-X Fraud,” 267), or that the international flow of money means business
must deal with “exotic and troublesome regimes” (Francis, Bre-X: The Inside Story, 232). Outside of
Canada, the allegorical reading arose that this was just the way of Canadian business, where stock
exchanges are a “regulatory Wild West” (quotation attributed to the U.S. mass media in Bondan
Winarno, Bre-X: Sebungkah emas di kaki pelangi, 208). My reading refuses the distinction between
the seeing and the blind to point to the money being made even in a scam. I also emphasize the exotic
and troublesome nature of capitalism itself—both in and beyond Canada and Indonesia. 
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