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A prominent Thai author makes a crushing argument against the dynastic history of Southeast Asia.  Instead, he believes that the elementary units of Southeast Asian statecraft are small municipalities.  Dr. Scott follows this argument to conclusion by applying it to the non-state people of the hills.   Scott’s argument is also in line with the quotation: “it is said the history of people with a history is a history of class struggle whereas the history of people without history is a history of their struggle against the state.”  Thus, Dr. Scott asserts that the history of the people of the hills is one of escaping state capture and preventing states from arising on the hills.   

His book is a history of those who “got away” into the uplands of  “Zomia” and he held that the history of these people must understood in order to understand the history of statemaking itself in the region.  What he calls “Zomia” is a region 250 meters or more above sea level, in South, East, and Southeast Asia and includes Vietnam, Bangladesh, Thailand, Burma, India, and China.  In total this area is 2.5 million square kilometer area and is at the periphery of these nine states.  Because it cannot be labeled under the traditional national classifications, it is a novel way of thinking about area studies.  
Zomia is the largest remaining region of the world where people are not incorporated into nation-states.   The hill people of Zomia have for the past two millennia been escaping from state capture, often to avoid slavery, warfare, epidemics, and taxation. While many scholars have traditionally labeled these people as primitive and neolithic, Dr. Scott disagrees, rather arguing that that by adopting social and subsistence structures, these people have made political choices in order to evade the state.  The majority of these people were evading the Han Chinese state, but others were fleeing from slave-raiding states, such as Burma and Thailand.  Today, however, these people’s day are numbered due to the increased technological power of states in the region and their ability to bring border areas under control.

History of Southeast Asia

While humans have lived in Southeast Asia for the past 50,000 years, sedentary agriculture was invented only 8,000 years ago, and small states began to be formed in the region only 3,000 years ago.  Grain agriculture was a necessary condition for state formation. Formed in valleys, the first states only controlled a small percentage of the entire land; outside of the states’ control was the “barbarian” periphery.  These states had two types of relations with the periphery.  First, the non-state and valley zone were tied together through trade.  The valley states, however, could not coerce the non-states to trade with them on their terms.  Second, non-states and states were connected through slavery, the most important “good” in world trade until 1850.  Most wars in the region were fought for captives not land.  These wars and raids moved many slaves from the periphery to the center, thereby incorporating them into the state population.  

The great social cleavage in Southeast Asia is between the valley people and hill people.  Valleys historically have been the location of states, permanent social hierarchy, taxes, monarchies, kings and permanent clergies, large-scale warfare, wet-rice irrigation, and what has been deemed “civilization.”  In contrast, hills have historically been the location of hunting and gathering, evanescent states, egalitarian social structures, swidden agriculture, nonpermanent taxation, and cultural variety in social practices and languages. The familiar civilization narrative is that of a gradual migration from the hill to valley.  In reality, until the middle of the 19th century, it was just as common for people to move from the valley to hill.  During times of peace, people migrate from the hill to the valley, and during times of warfare and strife, vice-versa. In Zomia, the hills have been occupied in response to statemaking in the valley, particular during times of famines, conscription, and warfare.

Demography of states in Southeast Asia

Because Southeast Asia has historically been sparsely populated, agriculture and manpower in small areas are important conditions needed for statemaking.   In these areas, the states have normally cultivated wet-rice paddy.  The advantages of this are: 1) grain grows above ground; 2) ripens at roughly the same time (meaning that the state can take all the rice from the granary if it so choses); 3) this type of rice lasts a long time and can be transported long distances; 4) if state wants to punish the population it can burn the crops; and thus, 5) rice incorporation lead to a big state.  Due to the sparse population, the states exerted enormous effort to keep its producing-population at home and waged war to expand the population under state control.

Dr. Scott also believes that the maps of Southeast Asia are terribly misleading because the fact is navigable water, particularly rivers and calm coasts, joins people together rather than dividing them.  States are possible in areas which have a high degree of ease of transport.  The history of the regions confirms this: the greatest states in the region have had access to easy water.  This is because the effective unit of measurement of state coherence is a day’s travel by foot or small boat, not a distance expressed kilometers.  Traveling in hilly areas takes much longer and small states thus stopped expanding when they encountered difficult terrain.    

Stateless People’s Strategies to Keep Themselves Away from the State
Stateless people have pursued a number of strategies to escape from the state.  First, rather than growing wet-rice, they grow a number of root crops, such as taro, yam, sweet potatoes, and cassava.  These crops grow with relatively little care, ripen in less than a year, can be planted anywhere, and will keep in the ground for up to two years.  Further, because they practice swidden agriculture, meaning that they plant 20-30 harvests in different location, hill people ensure that tax collectors can normally only collect a small portion of production.  In Southeast Asia, people have oscillated between growing wet rice and root crops depending on the level of threat of the state at that time. Two other escape strategies are the social structure of the hill societies and their ability to shift along a spectrum of adjacent ethnic identities.  They maintain minimal nuclear families and often speak two to four languages. Many of these hill peoples had a small literature minority but they were either left them behind or the group decided that an oral tradition of creating their own genealogy and history of movement was better.  As a result, the hill people of Zomia choose either not to have history or to only have just as much as history as they wished.  Thus, these strategies should be understood as a long-term set of historical adaptation given their political position vis-à-vis valley states.
Respondent: Niti Pawakapan – Faculty of Political Science, Chulalongkorn University
Dr. Pawakapan responded by making a number of points:

1) He takes a slightly different perspective than Dr. Scott does when looking at Southeast Asian history.  While Dr Scott argues that hill people are trying to run away from state power and states have failed to catch them, Dr. Pawakapan holds that these relations are more flexible particularly when looking at trade.  When trading, states are not always seeking to gain power.  Rather, they are trading with other groups to maximize economic benefits.  For example, the Cambodian state gave goods (such as silk and elephants) in exchange for rights to trade with hill people. 

2) Not only states but also hill tribes raided villages of other groups so that they can gain captives whom they later sell to lowland tribes.   An example of tribes who did this are those in the central highlands of Vietnam.

3) The biggest slave markets in Southeast Asia were Bangkok and Phnom Penh.  The French tried to stop slavery trade.

4) Also, traditional states in Southeast Asia have been flexible when dealing with powerful states, like the British and French. Often during the 19th century, Thailand had spats with the British over territorial rights.  In response, Thailand and other traditional states encouraged ethnic groups to settle down and become part of state.  In exchange, these groups were allowed to pay fewer taxes and tributes and given land rights.  For example, the Chan were given land rights along the border in exchange for agreeing to become Siamese subjects.  

Respondent: Pitch Pongsawat – Faculty of Political Science, Chulalongkorn University


Dr. Pongsawat stated that he admires Dr. Scott’s work for overturning the concepts of nation-state and democracy and providing an alternative concept of anarchy and democracy.  He sought to reread Scott’s work by applying the concept of democracy to Thailand and finding a way for democracy to have a healthy relationship with the state.  He also sought to understand how to best design institutions that are more reciprocal and support a good polity. After the 2006 military coup, one of the first statements made by the junta provided a map of red area, kind of like Zomia, and called this area uncontrollable and uncivilized.  The logic then follows is that people outside of the state of Thailand control this area.


He believes that Scott’s most recent book adds to the political science literature by demonstrating how Zomia is a different type of political space.  Further, he shows that statemaking has not always been an evolutionary process starting with family villages.   Rather, some people do not want to be part of the state and at times have expended considerable energy to get away from the state. 


Dr. Pongsawat then raises a number of questions:

1) Does new technology, which Dr. Scott calls “distance-demolition technology,” such as railways and communication technology, allow the ungoverned to keep a distance from the state?  For example, even though the teak industry has disappeared, around Chiang Mai there are still many ungoverned spaces.

2) Why does Dr. Scott stop at World War Two in his book?  Further, are there any new forms of Zomia right at the center of state?  For example, what about the Chinese who live in cities in Southeast Asia?   Or can people run away to a new type of Zomia through the Internet?

3) Are we still living in a paddy state?  What kind of state do we have now in terms of production and state? How can we practice a new form of Zomia?

4) There is an unevenness in the way states deals with borders, for example in how Thailand and Burma deal with their shared border.  This creates new economic zones and new forms of labor.  What is Dr. Scott’s opinion of these spaces along borders?

5) How can we create space for democracy?  In a simple reading of Dr. Scott’s book, states have no less value because they are predatory. How then do we create a state as flexible as possible?  How do we civilize the state? Issues include citizenship, ethnic extraction and provision. Of welfare. 

6) How can ethnic people have their own independent state because today many are engaged in armed struggles?  How can each of these many groups have their own state?  What are practical implications?

Dr. Scott’s Response:

In response to what happened after World War 2, distance-demolition technology, such as, surface roads, helicopters, and telephones, coupled with the ideology of expanding power to national borders enabled states to substantially expand control to their frontiers.  The mineral-rich hills on the borders have been important not only to traditional economies in terms of trade but also to the modern economic state.  This is because the barbarian periphery is full of natural resources important to mature capitalist economies.  Besides using technology, states have also expanded their reach by sponsoring immigration to the border areas, such in Yunnan, Tibet, and Northeast India.  However, the weather also affects the extent to which state can fortify its border.  For example, in Burma, border offensives are only possible during the dry season.

In response to Dr. Pawakapan’s point on slavery, Dr. Scott agreed that slavery is not most useful term, instead is bondage more useful.    All Southeast Asia states used a bondage system and captives were easily incorporated into the state. These societies had very rapid social mobility.   For example, after living in Malaysia one generation, Malay ex-slaves organized their own slave expeditions.   He also concured that some hill people were slave catchers, such as the Karenni, who would either incorporate captives or sell slaves into valley markets.  Smaller more fragmented groups were slavery-fleeing people who often lived at the highest altitudes to escape from both valley and hill groups.  
The relationship of states with hill peoples are complex.  If states were weak, they offered favorable terms (such as bullocks and grain) to become part of the state.  Further, almost all hill tribes had factions when dealing with surrounding states.  For example, the British quickly conquered the aristocratic Kachins, but the rest of the Kachins were less structured had to be conquered village-by-village.  Thus, states wanted to create structures of governance and authority so they could organize the periphery. 

Discussion:

Why did he stop at the level of state as a unit of analysis and whether there are other forces within the state serving as building blocks?  Dr. Scott answered that during the process of state formation, when municipal small town come together to form larger states, this should be seen as a miracle. These state formations often did not last long because hard power was limited in early times.  Also symbolic relationships of authority between the ruler and the populace were fragmented in the hills and consequently did not have much influence there.

How he sees discourses going on now within globalization movement in relation to the  argument about people being responsible for own survival? Dr. Scott answered that the hegemony of the idea of nation-state is so complete today that subgroups can only imagine their existence as an independent nation-state.   In response, we need to invent forms of association across borders, short of national sovereignty and yet which permits decision-making over resources, education, and trade.  A successful example is Catalonia which is federalist and cross-border in nature and yet does not replicate the nation-state.   Moreover, a far more effective form of organization is anarchism which is coordination without hierarchy.  In contrast, a nation-state is a hegemonic form that has caused endless trouble.  Other forms of organization short of national sovereignty are the way we should head.

Whether and how can we reconcile hostile and critical readings of state and dynastic history? Dr. Scott responded that that the contingent historical event is the creation of the state (only 3,000 years ago).  Most of history is stateless self-government.  Further, states only becomes strong 1,500 to 1,000 years ago.  Yet, this bankrupt version of history is overemphasized. It is a creation of archaeologists.  The bigger a state has a pile of trash and written records, the more mention it has in history books.  State centers are overplayed yet they are definitely not the center of histories of South East Asia peoples.  Instead, it should be a history of small municipalities as he has mentioned.

Do fertility of soil, abundance of water, and access to technology determines crop selection? Dr. Scott answered that wet-rice irrigation is actually less effective than swidden agriculture.  While wet rice has a higher return per unit in terms of land, in terms of labor swidden agriculture is much more effective.  Consequently, hill people minimized labor and maximized landr.  In certain steep points in Southeast Asia, there have been fixed fields, namely rice terraces, but they are quite costly and have been used to concentrate grain and people for defensive purposes.   Swidden agriculture is also a political choice for it is unattractive to states and it prevents states from arising.

Do states absorb ethnic groups in Zomia?  Dr. Scott lamented that thousands of ethnic groups have disappeared, especially into China.  As a result, languages and cultures are sadly disappearing every day.  In Burma, there has been an incredible integration process from one end to the other of the valley zone.  In striking contrast, the Shan hills have numerous different linguistic and cultural areas.  As humanist, when languages and oral cultures disappear, a whole world of sensibility and aesthetic appreciation dies with them.  We should seek to protect the cultural diversity of the human experience, language, and poetry, for when we lose these groups we lose a part of a rich human heritage.  At the same time, we should not keep people in game parks and force cultures to stagnate. People can choose to change ethnicity if they want.  Historically, however, many ethnic group have had to change when they have had a pistol at their temples.

The role of religion in his book? Dr. Scott answered that he has a whole chapter on religion. Hill groups who produce prophets regularly, such as the Karen, have appeal across ethnic boundaries.  In the hills there is extraordinary flexibility in terms of religions and cultures can change rapidly when charismatic religious leaders emerge.  As for the relationship between the valley and hill religions, religion of the hill is almost always different from religion in valleys.  In mainland Southeast Asia, most are Buddhist in the valley, and most are animist or Christian in the hills. This is again a political choice: the hill people have chosen religions to distance themselves from the valley kingdoms.
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