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It is said that the history of peoples who have a history is the history of class
struggle. It might be said with at least as much truthfulness, that the history
of peoples without history is a history of their struggle against the state.

—Pierre Clastres, La société conire Iétat
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Preface

Zomia is a new name for virtually all the lands at altitudes above roughly
three hundred meters all the way from the Central Highlands of Vietnam
to northeastern India and traversing five Southeast Asian nations (Vietnam,
Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, and Burma) and four provinces of China (Yun-
nan, Guizhou, Guangxi, and parts of Sichuan). It is an expanse of 2.5 million
square kilometers containing about one hundred million minority peoples
of truly bewildering ethnic and linguistic variety. Geographically, it is also
known as the Southeast Asian mainland massif. Since this huge area is at
the periphery of nine states and at the center of none, since it also bestrides
the usual regional designations (Southeast Asia, East Asia, South Asia), and
since what makes it interesting is its ecological variety as well as its relation
to states, it represents a novel object of study, a kind of transnational Appala-
chia, and a new way to think of area studies.

My thesis is simple, suggestive, and controversial. Zomia is the largest
remaining region of the world whose peoples have not yet been fully incor-
porated into nation-states. Its days are numbered. Not so very long ago, how-
ever, such self-governing peoples were the great majority of humankind.
Today, they are seen from the valley kingdoms as “our living ancestors,”
“what we were like before we discovered wet-rice cultivation, Buddhism,
and civilization.” On the contrary, I argue that hill peoples are best under-
stood as runaway, fugitive, maroon communities who have, over the course
of two millennia, been fleeing the oppressions of state-making projects in the
valleys—slavery, conscription, taxes, corvée labor, epidemics, and warfare.
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Most of the areas in which they reside may be aptly called shatter zones or
zones of refuge.

Virtually everything about these people’s livelihoods, social organiza-
tion, ideologies, and (more controversially) even their largely oral cultures,
can be read as strategic positionings designed to keep the state at arm’s length.
Their physical dispersion in rugged terrain, their mobility, their cropping
practices, their kinship structure, their pliable ethnic identities, and their
devotion to prophetic, millenarian leaders effectively serve to avoid incorpo-
ration into states and to prevent states from springing up among them. The
particular state that most of them have been evading has been the precocious
Han-Chinese state. A history of flight is embedded in many hill legends.
The documentary record, although somewhat speculative until 1500, is clear
enough after that, including frequent military campaigns against hill peoples
under the Ming and Qing dynasties and culminating in the unprecedented
uprisings in southwestern China in the mid-nineteenth century that left
millions seeking refuge. The flight from both the Burmese and Thai slave-
raiding states is also amply documented.

My argument will, I hope, have some resonance beyond the already
broad swath of Asia with which it is immediately concerned.

The huge literature on state-making, contemporary and historic, pays
virtually no attention to its obverse: the history of deliberate and reactive
statelessness. This is the history of those who got away, and state-making
cannot be understood apart from it. This is also what makes this an anarchist
history.

This account implicitly brings together the histories of all those peoples
extruded by coercive state-making and unfree labor systems: Gypsies, Cos-
sacks, polyglot tribes made up of refugees from Spanish reducciones in the
New World and the Philippines, fugitive slave communities, the Marsh
Arabs, San-Bushmen, and so on.

The argument reverses much received wisdom about “primitivism”
generally. Pastoralism, foraging, shifting cultivation, and segmentary lineage
systems are often a “secondary adaptation,” a kind of “self-barbarianization”
adopted by peoples whose location, subsistence, and social structure are
adapted to state evasion. For those living in the shadow of states, such eva-
sion 1s also perfectly compatible with derivative, imitative, and parasitic state
forms in the hills.

My argument is a deconstruction of Chinese and other civilizational
discourses about the “barbarian,” the “raw,” the “primitive.” On close in-
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spection those terms, practically, mean ungoverned, not-yet-incorporated.
Civilizational discourses never entertain the possibility of people voluntarily
going over to the barbarians, hence such statuses are stigmatized and ethni-
cized. Ethnicity and “tribe” begin exactly where taxes and sovereignty end —
in the Roman Empire as in the Chinese.

Usually, forms of subsistence and kinship are taken as given, as ecologi-
cally and culturally determined. By analyzing various forms of cultivation,
particular crops, certain social structures, and physical mobility patterns for
their escape value, I treat such givens largely as political choices.

The mountains as a refuge for state-fleeing people, including guerrillas,
is an important geographical theme. I develop the idea of the friction of ter-
rain, which is a new way of understanding political space and the difficulties
of state-making in premodern societies.

I'm the only one to blame for this book. I did it. Let’s get that out of
the way before I begin making apologies and trying, in vain, I know, to make
a few preemptive strikes against some of the criticism I can, even as I write
this, see bearing down on me.

I’ve often been accused of being wrong but rarely of being obscure or
incomprehensible. This book is no different. There’s no denying that I make
bold claims about the hill peoples of mainland Southeast Asia. I think, natu-
rally, that my claims are broadly correct, even if I may be mistaken in some
particulars. Judgment of whether I am right is, as always, now out of my
hands and in that of my readers and reviewers. There are, however, three
things about these claims that I wish to assert emphatically. First, there is
nothing original here. I repeat, there is not a single idea here that originates
with me. What I surely have done is to see a kind of immanent order or argu-
ment in a good many of the sources I canvassed and to draw that argument
out to see how far it would take me. The creative aspect, if there was any, was
to make out this gestalt and to connect the dots. I realize that some of those
whose arguments and speculations I have made use of will think I have gone
too far—a few of them have told me so and, mercifully for me, others are no
longer in a position to complain. They are no more responsible for what I
have done with their ideas than I will be for what use others make of what I
have written here.

To my mild astonishment, I find that I have become a kind of histo-
rian—not a particularly good one, perhaps, but a historian nonetheless. And
an ancient historian at that: ancient in both senses of the term. I am familiar
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with the occupational hazard of historians, namely that a historian preparing
herself to write, say, about the eighteenth century ends up writing mostly
about the seventeenth century because it comes to seem so fundamental to
the question at issue. Something like that happened to me. Here I was read-
ing ethnographies of hill peoples and reports on human rights abuses by the
Burmese military in minority areas only to find myself drawn inexorably back
to the coercive state-making of the classical mandala kingdoms. I owe my re-
newed study of precolonial and colonial Southeast Asia to two independent
graduate reading courses. One was devoted to foundational texts in South-
east Asian studies and designed as a kind of intellectual boot camp in which
we read all those basic works most scholars had on their shelves but would
be embarrassed to admit that they had never read, beginning with the two
volumes of the Cambridge History of Southeast Asia. It was bracing for all
of us. The second was a reading course on Burma, starting from the same
premise.

This brings me to my second emphatic assertion. What I have to say
in these pages makes little sense for the period following the Second World
War. Since 1945, and in some cases before then, the power of the state to de-
ploy distance-demolishing technologies —railroads, all-weather roads, tele-
phone, telegraph, airpower, helicopters, and now information technology —
so changed the strategic balance of power between self-governing peoples
and nation-states, so diminished the friction of terrain, that my analysis
largely ceases to be useful. On the contrary, the sovereign nation-state is now
busy projecting its power to its outermost territorial borders and mopping
up zones of weak or no sovereignty. The need for the natural resources of
the “tribal zone” and the desire to ensure the security and productivity of
the periphery has led, everywhere, to strategies of “engulfment,” in which
presumptively loyal and land-hungry valley populations are transplanted to
the hills. So if my analysis does not apply to late-twentieth-century Southeast
Asia, don’t say I didn’t warn you.

Finally, I worry that the radical constructionist case made here about
ethnogenesis will be misunderstood and taken as a devaluation, even deni-
gration, of ethnic identities for which brave men and women have fought and
died. Nothing could be further from the truth. 4/ identities, without excep-
tion, have been socially constructed: the Han, the Burman, the American, the
Danish, all of them. Quite often such identities, particularly minority identi-
ties, are at first imagined by powerful states, as the Han imagined the Miao,
the British colonists imagined the Karen and the Shan, the French the Jarai.
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Whether invented or imposed, such identities select, more or less arbitrarily,
one or another trait, however vague—religion, language, skin color, diet,
means of subsistence —as the desideratum. Such categories, institutionalized
in territories, land tenure, courts, customary law, appointed chiefs, schools,
and paperwork, may become passionately lived identities. To the degree that
the identity is stigmatized by the larger state or society, it is likely to become
for many a resistant and defiant identity. Here invented identities combine
with self-making of a heroic kind, in which such identifications become a
badge of honor. In the contemporary world in which the nation-state is the
hegemonic political unit, it is not surprising that such self-assertion should
usually take the form of ethnonationalism. So for those who risk everything
so that the Shan, the Karen, the Chin, the Mon, the Kayah may achieve some
form of independence and recognition, I have only admiration and respect.

I owe an enormous intellectual debt to at least five “dead white men” —
whose ranks I shall join in due course. They were the pioneers of the trail
along which I plod here; I wouldn’t even have found it without them. The
earliest was Pierre Clastres, whose daring interpretation of state-evading and
state-preventing native peoples in post-Conquest South America in La société
contre ’état has come, in the wake of subsequent evidence, to seem clair-
voyant. Owen Lattimore’s deep and ambitious insights into the relationship
between Han-Chinese states and their pastoralist periphery helped me to
see that something similar might hold for China’s southwest frontier. Ernest
Gellner’s analysis of Berber-Arab relations helped me grasp that where
sovereignty and taxes stopped, there precisely, “ethnicity” and “tribes”
began, and that barbarian was another word states used to describe any self-
governing, nonsubject people. No one who plods the route I have taken gets
anywhere without a sustained intellectual encounter with Edmund Leach’s
Political Systems of Highland Burma. There are few books that are so “good to
think with.” Finally, I am in debt to James G. Scott, aka Shwe Yoe, military
commander, colonial official, compiler of the Gazetreer of Upper Burma and
author of The Burman. He is no relative, but as I have learned so much from
his acute observations and as we are both, according to Burmese astrological
reckoning, entitled to Burmese names of the same sort, I have adopted his
Burmese name, Shwe Yoe, in a bid to please his ghost.

I have been inspired and instructed by work that reexamined how
out-of-the-way people came to be out of the way in the first place, while
radically questioning the civilizational discourse applied to them by their
self-described superiors. Gonzalo Aguirre Beltran’s small classic, Regions of
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Refuge, published nearly thirty years ago, made a more general claim than
Clastres for much of the Latin American continent, and subsequently Stuart
Schwartz and Frank Salomon examined that claim in more careful, illumi-
nating detail. Closer to my own geographic focus, Robert Hefner’s study of
the Tengger Highlands of Java and Geoffrey Benjamin’s work on Malaysia’s
orang asli were convincing and brilliant case studies that encouraged me to
see Zomia in this light.

The term Zomia I owe entirely to Willem van Schendel, who was per-
ceptive enough to realize that this huge upland border area stretching in the
west to India (and well beyond, in his view) was distinctive enough to merit
its own designation. In sketching out an intellectual case for “Zomia studies”
as a field of research, he called into question the routine ways in which we
think about area or region. I enrolled as a foot soldier in the Zomia army
(psychological warfare branch) immediately after reading his persuasive ar-
gument for the term. Willem and I and several colleagues look forward to the
day we are able to convene the first International Zomia Studies Conference.
Van Schendel’s work on the Bengal borderland is already an example of what
might be achieved if we took his advice to heart.

Had I the patience and even more of an impulse to comprehensiveness,
there would and should have been a chapter on watery regions of refuge. I
mention them only in passing and regret that I haven’t been able to do them
justice. The numerous orang laut (sea nomads, sea gypsies) in insular South-
east Asia are clearly a seagoing, archipelago-hopping variant of swiddeners
dwelling in mountain fastnesses. Like many hill people they also have a mar-
tial tradition and have moved easily between piracy (seaborne raiding), slave-
raiding, and serving as the naval guard and strike force of several Malay king-
doms. Poised strategically at the edge of major shipping lanes, able to strike
and disappear quickly, they conjure up a whole watery Zomia that deserves a
place here. As Ben Anderson noted while urging me in this direction, “The
sea is bigger, emptier than the mountains and the forest. Look at all those
pirates still easily fending off the G-7, Singapore, etc., with aplomb.” But as
any reader will note, this book is already too long, and I must leave this theme
to others more competent to pursue it: a task already excellently begun by
Eric Tagliacozzo.

There are four scholars whose work falls smack in the middle of my
own concerns and without which this book would scarcely be conceivable. I
don’t know how many times I have read and reread the, in effect, collected
works of F. K. L. (Lehman) Chit Hlaing and Richard O’Connor for their deep
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insights and what they might mean for my own argument. Victor Lieber-
man, the premier historian of Southeast Asia state-making in a comparative
frame, and Jean Michaud, who raised the banner of Zomia (or what he would
call the Southeast Asian massif) well before the rest of us, have been key
interlocutors. All four of these scholars have shown me an intellectual large-
spiritedness of a very high order, even, and especially, when they disagreed
with me. They may dissent from much of what I say here, but they should
know that they have made me smarter, though not quite as smart as they
may have hoped. I am, in addition, indebted to Jean Michaud for generously
allowing me to use passages from his Historical Dictionary of the Peoples of the
Southeast Asian Massif for my glossary.

There is a large number of colleagues who, having better things to do
with their time, nevertheless read part or all of the manuscript and gave me
their frank advice. I hope they see, here and there, evidence of their impact
as I bobbed and weaved my way to a more nuanced and defensible argument.
They include, in no particular order, Michael Adas, Ajay Skaria, Ramachan-
dra Guha, Tania Li, Ben Anderson, Michael Aung-Thwin, Masao Imamura,
the historians U Tha Htun Maung and U Soe Kyaw Thu, the archaeologist
U Tun Thein, the geologist Arthur Pe, Geoffrey Benjamin, Shan-shan Du,
Mandy Sadan, Michael Hathaway, Walt Coward, Ben Kerkvliet, Ron Her-
ring, Indrani Chatterjee, Khin Maung Win, Michael Dove, James Hagen,
Jan-Bart Gewald, Thomas Barfield, Thongchai Winichakul, Katherine
Bowie, Ben Kiernan, Pamela McElwee, Nance Cunningham, Aung Aung,
David Ludden, Leo Lucassen, Janice Stargardt, Tony Day, Bill Klausner,
Mya Than, Susan O’Donovan, Anthony Reid, Martin Klein, Jo Guldi, Ar-
deth Maung Thawnghmung, Bo Bo Nge, Magnus Fiskesjo, Mary Callahan,
Enrique Mayer, Angelique Haugerud, Michael McGovern, Thant Myint U,
Marc Edelman, Kevin Heppner, Christian Lentz, Annping Chin, Prasen-
jit Duara, Geoff Wade, Charles Keyes, Andrew Turton, Noburu Ishikawa,
Kennon Breazeale, and Karen Barkey. Wait! I have secreted in this list four
colleagues who failed to send their comments. You know who you are. For
shame! If, on the other hand, you collapsed trying to carry the manuscript
from the printer to your desk, my apologies.

I want to acknowledge a small number of collegial debts that are not
easy to categorize. Hjorleifur Jonsson’s uniquely perceptive book Mien Re-
lations was very influential in my thinking, especially with respect to the pli-
ability of hill identities and social structure. Mikael Gravers has taught me
a great deal about the Karen and the cosmological basis of their millenarian
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proclivities. Eric Tagliacozzo read the manuscript with unprecedented care
and assigned me a reading program that [ am still trying to complete. Finally,
I have learned a great deal from five colleagues with whom I set out to study
“vernacular and official identities” many years back: Peter Sahlins, Pingkaew
Luanggaramsri, Kwanchewan Buadaeng, Chusak Wittayapak, and Janet
Sturgeon, who is, avant la lettre, a practicing Zomianist.

Some time back, in 1996, my colleague Helen Siu persuaded me to
attend, as discussant, a conference on China’s borders and border peoples.
Organized by Helen, Pamela Crossley, and David Faure, this conference was
so provocative and lively that it served to germinate a good many of the ideas
found here. The book arising from that meeting and edited by Pamela Cross-
ley, Helen Siu, and Donald Sutton, Empire at the Margins: Culture, Ethnicity,
and Frontier in Early Modern China (Berkeley: University of California Press,
2006), is packed with original history, theory, and ethnography.

There are a good many institutions that harbored and supported me
over the past decade while I ever so slowly found my bearings. I started back-
ground reading on upland Southeast Asia and on the relationship between
states and itinerant peoples generally at the Center for Advanced Study in
the Behavioral Sciences in Palo Alto, where Alex Keyssar, Nancy Cott, Tony
Bebbington, and Dan Segal were boon intellectual companions. That read-
ing continued in the spring of 2001 at Oslo’s Centre for Development and
the Environment, where I was the beneficiary of the intellect and charm of
Desmond McNeill, Signe Howell, Nina Witoczek, and Bernt Hagvet and
began Burmese lessons in earnest at the Democratic Voice of Burma radio
station under the tolerant eye of Khin Maung Win. I finished the first draft of
this manuscript while visiting the Department of Society and Globalization
of the Graduate School of International Development Studies at Roskilde
University. I want to record my warm thanks to Christian Lund, Preben
Kaarsholm, Bodil Folke Frederiksen, Inge Jensen, and Ole Brun for an intel-
lectually bracing and thoroughly enjoyable stay.

For the past two decades my real intellectual sustenance has come from
the Program in Agrarian Studies at Yale University. The agraristas, fellows,
speakers, graduate students, and associated faculty with whom I have taught
have continually renewed my faith in the possibility of an intellectual venue
that is both convivial and challenging, welcoming and tough. Kay Mansfield
has always been, and continues to be, the heart and soul of the program,
the compass from which we take our bearings. My colleagues K. Sivarama-
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krishnan (aka Shivi), Eric Worby, Robert Harms, Arun Agrawal, Paul Freed-
man, Linda-Anne Rebhun, and Michael Dove have all taken a liberal hand in
my continuing education. Michael Dove and Harold Conklin have, between
them, taught me everything I know about swidden cultivation that plays such
an important role in my analysis.

I have had a series of research assistants of such initiative and talent that
they have saved me many months of futile toil and many errors. They will,
I am confident, make names for themselves in short order. Arash Khazeni,
Shafqat Hussein, Austin Zeiderman, Alexander Lee, Katie Scharf, and Kate
Harrison helped turn this project into something creditable.

Those many Burmese friends who refereed my struggles with the Bur-
mese language deserve at least hazardous duty pay and perhaps sainthood —
or perhaps that would be deva-hood in the Theravada context. I want to
thank Saya Khin Maung Gyi, my longest-serving, most battle-scarred, and
most patient teacher, as well as his entire family, including San San Lin. Let
Let Aung (aka Viola Wu), Bo Bo Nge, Kal.u Paw, and Khin Maung Win
courageously braved painfully slow and misshapen conversations. Kaung
Kyaw and Ko Soe Kyaw Thu, though not formally teachers, nonetheless,
in befriending me, pushed me forward. Finally, in Mandalay and on various
travels, Saya Naing Tun Lin, a natural teacher, invented a pedagogy suited
to my modest talents and pursued it rigorously. We often had lessons on the
spacious fourth-floor balcony of a small hotel. When I massacred, for the
fourth or fifth time, the same tone or aspirate, he would abruptly rise and
walk away to the edge of the balcony. I feared more than once that he would
hurl himself over the railing in despair. He didn’t. Instead he would come
back, sit down, take a very deep breath, and resume. I would not have gotten
through without him.

While I was casting around for an appropriate title, a friend mentioned
that Jimmy Casas Klausen, a political scientist at the University of Wiscon-
sin, Madison, was teaching a course in political philosophy titled The Art of
Not Being Governed. Klausen generously agreed to let me use the title for
my book, for which I am very grateful indeed. I await the day when he will
no doubt put a philosophical footing under this whole enterprise with a book
of his own on the subject.

The maps in this volume were created with skill and imagination by
Stacey Maples at the Yale Map Collection of Sterling Library. He gave car-
tographic shape to my understanding of the spatial issues in Southeast Asian
statecraft.
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Where it seemed appropriate I have added Burmese words and occa-
sionally a phrase to the text. As there is no universally agreed upon system for
transliterating Burmese into roman letters, I have adopted the system devised
by John Okell at the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of
London, and explained in his Burmese: An Introduction to the Spoken Lan-
guage, Book 1 (DeKalb: Northern Illinois University, Center for Southeast
Asian Studies, 1994). To avoid any confusion, where the Burmese term seems
important, I have added it in Burmese script.

I could not have asked for a more supportive and talented editor for this,
and for the other titles in the Agrarian Studies Series, than Jean Thomson
Black. Nor could Yale University Press ask for a more inspired editor. My
manuscript editor, Dan Heaton, combined a respect for the text with a firm-
ness about my errors and excesses that has greatly improved what the reader
will encounter.

Last, and by no means least, I couldn’t have thought or lived my way
through this manuscript without the insights and companionship of my high
altitude muse.
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CHAPTER 1

Hills, Valleys, and States

An Introduction to Zomia

open with three diagnostic expressions of frustration. The first two are

from would-be conquering administrators, determined to subdue a re-

calcitrant landscape and its fugitive, resistant inhabitants. The third,

from a different continent, is from a would-be conqueror of souls, in
some despair at the irreligion and heterodoxy that the landscape appears to
encourage:

Making maps is hard, but mapping Guizhou province especially so. . . . The
land in southern Guizhou has fragmented and confused boundaries. . . . A de-
partment or a county may be split into several subsections, in many instances
separated by other departments or counties. . . . There are also regions of no
man’s land where the Miao live intermixed with the Chinese. . . .

Southern Guizhou has a multitude of mountain peaks. They are jumbled
together, without any plains or marshes to space them out, or rivers or water
courses to put limits to them. They are vexingly numerous and ill-disciplined.
. .. Very few people dwell among them, and generally the peaks do not have
names. Their configurations are difficult to discern clearly, ridges and summits
seeming to be the same. Those who give an account of the arterial pattern of
the mountains are thus obliged to speak at length. In some cases, to describe a
few kilometers of ramifications needs a pile of documentation, and dealing with
the main line of a day’s march takes a sequence of chapters.

As to the confusion of the local patois, in the space of fifty kilometers a
river may have fifty names and an encampment covering a kilometer and a half
may have three designations. Such is the unreliability of the nomenclature.!
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The hilly and jungly tracts were those in which the dacoits held out long-
est. Such were [sic] the country between Minbu and Thayetmyo and the terai
[swampy lowland belt] at the foot of the Shan Hills and the Arakan and Chin
Hills. Here pursuit was impossible. The tracts are narrow and tortuous and ad-
mirably suited for ambuscades. Except by the regular paths there were hardly
any means of approach; the jungle malaria was fatal to our troops; a column
could only penetrate the jungle and move on. The villages are small and far
between; they are generally compact and surrounded by dense, impenetrable
jungle. The paths were either just broad enough for a cart, or very narrow, and,
where they led through the jungle were overhung with brambles and thorny
creepers. A good deal of the dry grass is burned in March, but as soon as the
rains recommence the whole once more becomes impassible.2

The surface has been minutely trenched by winding streams. So numerous are
the creeks that the topographical map of a single representative county of 373
square miles indicated 339 named streams, that is, nine streams for each ten
square miles. The valleys are for the most part “V”-shaped, with rarely more
level space along the banks of a stream for a cabin and perhaps a garden patch.
... The isolation occasioned by methods of travel so slow and difficult is in-
tensified by several circumstances. For one thing, the routes are round-about.
Travel is either down one branch along a creek and up another branch, or up
a stream to a divide and down another stream on the further side of the ridge.
This being the case, married women living within ten miles of their parents
have passed a dozen years without going back to see them.3

Behind each lament lies a particular project of rule: Han rule under
the Qing, British rule within the Empire, and finally, the rule of orthodox
Protestant Christianity in Appalachia. All would style themselves, unself-
consciously, as bearers of order, progress, enlightenment, and civilization. All
wished to extend the advantages of administrative discipline, associated with
the state or organized religion, to areas previously ungoverned.

How might we best understand the fraught dialectical relations between
such projects of rule and their agents, on the one hand, and zones of relative
autonomy and their inhabitants, on the other? This relationship is particu-
larly salient in mainland Southeast Asia, where it demarcates the greatest
social cleavage that shapes much of the region’s history: that between hill
peoples and valley peoples or between upstream (4u/u in the Malay world)
and downstream (/4:i/ir) peoples# In tracing this dialectic with some care, 1
believe it also traces a path to a novel historical understanding of the global
process of state formation in the valleys and the peopling of the hills.



HILLS, VALLEYS, AND STATES 3

The encounter between expansionary states and self-governing peoples
is hardly confined to Southeast Asia. It is echoed in the cultural and admin-
istrative process of “internal colonialism” that characterizes the formation of
most modern Western nation-states; in the imperial projects of the Romans,
the Hapsburgs, the Ottomans, the Han, and the British; in the subjugation
of indigenous peoples in “white-settler” colonies such as the United States,
Canada, South Africa, Australia, and Algeria; in the dialectic between seden-
tary, town-dwelling Arabs and nomadic pastoralists that have characterized
much of Middle Eastern history.> The precise shape of the encounters is,
to be sure, unique to each case. Nevertheless, the ubiquity of the encounter
between self-governing and state-governed peoples— variously styled as the
raw and the cooked, the wild and the tamed, the hill/forest people and
the valley/cleared-land people, upstream and downstream, the barbarian and
the civilized, the backward and the modern, the free and the bound, the
people without history and the people with history — provides us with many
possibilities for comparative triangulation. We shall take advantage of these
opportunities where we can.

A World of Peripheries

In the written record—that is to say, from the beginning of grain-based,
agrarian civilizations—the encounter we are examining can fairly be said to
preoccupy rulers. But if we stand back and widen the historical lens still
further, seeing the encounter in human rather than state-civilization terms,
it is astonishing how recent and rapid the encounter has been. Homo sapiens
sapiens has been around for something like two hundred thousand years, and
only about sixty thousand, at the outside, in Southeast Asia. There the re-
gion’s first small concentrations of sedentary populations appear not earlier
than the first millennium before the common era (CE) and represent a mere
smudge in the historical landscape—localized, tenuous, and evanescent.
Until shortly before the common era, the very last 1 percent of human his-
tory, the social landscape consisted of elementary, self-governing, kinship
units that might, occasionally, cooperate in hunting, feasting, skirmishing,
trading, and peacemaking. It did not contain anything one could call a state.
In other words, living in the absence of state structures has been the standard
human condition.

The founding of agrarian states, then, was the contingent event that
created a distinction, hence a dialectic, between a settled, state-governed
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population and a frontier penumbra of less governed or virtually autono-
mous peoples. Until at least the early nineteenth century, the difficulties of
transportation, the state of military technology, and, above all, demographic
realities placed sharp limits on the reach of even the most ambitious states.
Operating in a population density of only 5.5 persons per square kilometer
in 1600 (compared with roughly 35 for India and China), a ruler’s subjects in
Southeast Asia had relatively easy access to a vast, land-rich frontier.” That
frontier operated as a rough and ready homeostatic device; the more a state
pressed its subjects, the fewer subjects it had. The frontier underwrote popu-
lar freedom. Richard O’Connor captures this dialectic nicely: “Once states
appeared, adaptive conditions changed yet again—at least for farmers. At
that moment, mobility allowed farmers to escape the impositions of states
and their wars. I call this tertiary dispersion. The other two revolutions—
agriculture and complex society —were secure but the state’s domination of
its peasantry was not, and so we find a strategy of ‘collecting people . . . and
establishing villages.””8

The Last Enclosure

Only the modern state, in both its colonial and its independent guises, has
had the resources to realize a project of rule that was a mere glint in the eye
of its precolonial ancestor: namely to bring nonstate spaces and people to
heel. This project in its broadest sense represents the last great enclosure
movement in Southeast Asia. It has been pursued—albeit clumsily and with
setbacks —consistently for at least the past century. Governments, whether
colonial or independent, communist or neoliberal, populist or authoritarian,
have embraced it fully. The headlong pursuit of this end by regimes otherwise
starkly different suggests that such projects of administrative, economic, and
cultural standardization are hard-wired into the architecture of the modern
state itself.

Seen from the state center, this enclosure movement is, in part, an effort
to integrate and monetize the people, lands, and resources of the periphery so
that they become, to use the French term, rentable—auditable contributors
to the gross national product and to foreign exchange. In truth, peripheral
peoples had always been firmly linked economically to the lowlands and to
world trade. In some cases, they appear to have provided most of the products
valued in international commerce. Nevertheless, the attempt to fully incor-
porate them has been culturally styled as development, economic progress,
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literacy, and social integration. In practice, it has meant something else. The
objective has been less to make them productive than to ensure that their
economic activity was legible, taxable, assessable, and confiscatable or, fail-
ing that, to replace it with forms of production that were. Everywhere they
could, states have obliged mobile, swidden cultivators to settle in permanent
villages. They have tried to replace open common-property land tenure with
closed common property: collective farms or, more especially, the individual
freehold property of liberal economies. They have seized timber and mineral
resources for the national patrimony. They have encouraged, whenever pos-
sible, cash, monocropping, plantation-style agriculture in place of the more
biodiverse forms of cultivation that prevailed earlier. The term enclosure
seems entirely appropriate for this process, mimicking as it does the English
enclosures that, in the century after 1761, swallowed half of England’s com-
mon arable land in favor of large-scale, private, commercial production.

The novel and revolutionary aspect of this great enclosure movement
is apparent if we open our historical lens to its widest aperture. The very
earliest states in China and Egypt—and later, Chandra-Gupta India, classical
Greece, and republican Rome— were, in demographic terms, insignificant.
They occupied a minuscule portion of the world’s landscape, and their sub-
jects were no more than a rounding error in the world’s population figures.
In mainland Southeast Asia, where the first states appear only around the
middle of the first millennium of the common era, their mark on the land-
scape and its peoples is relatively trivial when compared with their over-
sized place in the history books. Small, moated, and walled centers together
with their tributary villages, these little nodes of hierarchy and power were
both unstable and geographically confined. To an eye not yet hypnotized by
archeological remains and state-centric histories, the landscape would have
seemed virtually all periphery and no centers. Nearly all the population and
territory were outside their ambit.

Diminutive though these state centers were, they possessed a singular
strategic and military advantage in their capacity to concentrate manpower
and foodstuffs in one place. Irrigated rice agriculture on permanent fields
was the key.” As a new political form, the padi state was an ingathering of
previously stateless peoples. Some subjects were no doubt attracted to the
possibilities for trade, wealth, and status available at the court centers, while
others, almost certainly the majority, were captives and slaves seized in war-
fare or purchased from slave-raiders. The vast “barbarian” periphery of these
small states was a vital resource in at least two respects. First, it was the
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source of hundreds of important trade goods and forest products necessary
to the prosperity of the padi state. And second, it was the source of the most
important trade good in circulation: the human captives who formed the
working capital of any successful state. What we know of the classical states
such as Egypt, Greece, and Rome, as well as the early Khmer, Thai, and Bur-
mese states, suggests that most of their subjects were formally unfree: slaves,
captives, and their descendants.

The enormous ungoverned periphery surrounding these minute states
also represented a challenge and a threat. It was home to fugitive, mobile
populations whose modes of subsistence —foraging, hunting, shifting cul-
tivation, fishing, and pastoralism —were fundamentally intractable to state
appropriation. The very diversity, fluidity, and mobility of their livelihoods
meant that for an agrarian state adapted to sedentary agriculture, this ungov-
erned landscape and its people were fiscally sterile. Unless they wished to
trade, their production was inaccessible for yet another reason. Whereas the
early states were nearly everywhere the creature of arable plains and plateaus,
much of the more numerous ungoverned population lived, from a state per-
spective, in geographically difficult terrain: mountains, marshland, swamps,
arid steppes, and deserts. Even if| as was rarely the case, their products were
in principle appropriable, they were effectively out of range owing to disper-
sal and the difficulties of transportation. The two zones were ecologically
complementary and therefore natural trading partners, but such trade could
rarely be coerced; it took the form of voluntary exchange.

For early state elites, the periphery—seen frequently as the realm of
“barbarian tribes” —was also a potential threat. Rarely—but memorably, in
the case of the Mongols and the Huns and Osman and his conquering band —
a militarized pastoral people might overrun the state and destroy it or rule in
its place. More commonly, nonstate peoples found it convenient to raid the
settlements of sedentary farming communities subject to the state, some-
times exacting systematic tribute from them in the manner of states. Just as
states encouraged sedentary agriculture for its “easy pickings,” so, too, did
raiders find it attractive as a site of appropriation.

The main, long-run threat of the ungoverned periphery, however, was
that it represented a constant temptation, a constant alternative to life within
the state. Founders of a new state often seized arable land from its previous
occupants, who might then either be incorporated or choose to move away.
Those who fled became, one might say, the first refugees from state power,
joining others outside the state’s reach. When and if the state’s reach ex-
panded, still others faced the same dilemma.
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At a time when the state seems pervasive and inescapable, it is easy to
forget that for much of history, living within or outside the state—or in an
intermediate zone—was a choice, one that might be revised as the circum-
stances warranted. A wealthy and peaceful state center might attract a grow-
ing population that found its advantages rewarding. This, of course, fits the
standard civilizational narrative of rude barbarians mesmerized by the pros-
perity made possible by the king’s peace and justice—a narrative shared by
most of the world’s salvational religions, not to mention Thomas Hobbes.

This narrative ignores two capital facts. First, as we have noted, it ap-
pears that much, if not most, of the population of the early states was unfree;
they were subjects under duress. The second fact, most inconvenient for the
standard narrative of civilization, is that it was very common for state sub-
jects to run away. Living within the state meant, virtually by definition, taxes,
conscription, corvée labor, and, for most, a condition of servitude; these con-
ditions were at the core of the state’s strategic and military advantages. When
these burdens became overwhelming, subjects moved with alacrity to the
periphery or to another state. Under premodern conditions, the crowding of
population, domesticated animals, and the heavy reliance on a single grain
had consequences for both human and crop health that made famines and
epidemics more likely. And finally, the early states were warmaking machines
as well, producing hemorrhages of subjects fleeing conscription, invasion,
and plunder. Thus the early state extruded populations as readily as it ab-
sorbed them, and when, as was often the case, it collapsed altogether as the
result of war, drought, epidemic, or civil strife over succession, its popula-
tions were disgorged. States were, by no means, a once-and-for-all creation.
Innumerable archeological finds of state centers that briefly flourished and
were then eclipsed by warfare, epidemics, famine, or ecological collapse de-
pict a long history of state formation and collapse rather than permanence.
For long periods people moved in and out of states, and “stateness” was,
itself, often cyclical and reversible.10

This pattern of state-making and state-unmaking produced, over time,
a periphery that was composed as much of refugees as of peoples who had
never been state subjects. Much of the periphery of states became a zone of
refuge or “shatter zone,” where the human shards of state formation and
rivalry accumulated willy nilly, creating regions of bewildering ethnic and
linguistic complexity. State expansion and collapse often had a ratchet effect
as well, with fleeing subjects driving other peoples ahead of them secking
safety and new territory. Much of the Southeast Asian massif is, in effect, a
shatter zone. The reputation of the southwestern Chinese province of Yun-
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nan as a “museum of human races” reflects this history of migration. Shatter
zones are found wherever the expansion of states, empires, slave-trading, and
wars, as well as natural disasters, have driven large numbers of people to seek
refuge in out-of-the-way places: in Amazonia, in highland Latin America
(with the notable exception of the Andes, with their arable highland plateaus
and states), in that corridor of highland Africa safe from slave-raiding, in the
Balkans and the Caucasus. The diagnostic characteristics of shatter zones
are their relative geographical inaccessibility and the enormous diversity of
tongues and cultures.

Note that this account of the periphery is sharply at odds with the offi-
cial story most civilizations tell about themselves. According to that tale, a
backward, naive, and perhaps barbaric people are gradually incorporated into
an advanced, superior, and more prosperous society and culture. If] instead,
many of these ungoverned barbarians had, at one time or another, elected,
as a political choice, to take their distance from the state, a new element of
political agency enters the picture. Many, perhaps most, inhabitants of the
ungoverned margins are not remnants of an earlier social formation, left be-
hind, or, as some lowland folk accounts in Southeast Asia have it, “our living
ancestors.” The situation of populations that have deliberately placed them-
selves at the state’s periphery has occasionally been termed, infelicitously,
secondary primitivism. Their subsistence routines, their social organization,
their physical dispersal, and many elements of their culture, far from being
the archaic traits of a people left behind, are purposefully crafted both to
thwart incorporation into nearby states and to minimize the likelihood that
statelike concentrations of power will arise among them. State evasion and
state prevention permeate their practices and, often, their ideology as well.
They are, in other words, a “state effect.” They are “barbarians by design.”
They continue to conduct a brisk and mutually advantageous trade with low-
land centers while steering clear of being politically captured.

Once we entertain the possibility that the “barbarians” are not just
“there” as a residue but may well have chosen their location, their subsistence
practices, and their social structure to maintain their autonomy, the standard
civilizational story of social evolution collapses utterly. The temporal, civili-
zational series — from foraging to swiddening (or to pastoralism), to sedentary
grain cultivation, to irrigated wet-rice farming—and its near-twin, the series
from roving forest bands to small clearings, to hamlets, to villages, to towns,
to court centers: these are the underpinning of the valley state’s sense of su-
periority. What if the presumptive “stages” of these series were, in fact, an ar-
ray of social options, each of which represented a distinctive positioning vis-
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a-vis the state? And what if, over considerable periods of time, many groups
have moved strategically among these options toward more presumptively
“primitive” forms in order to keep the state at arm’s length? On this view, the
civilizational discourse of the valley states—and not a few earlier theorists of
social evolution —is not much more than a self-inflating way of confounding
the status of state-subject with civilization and that of self-governing peoples
with primitivism.

The logic of the argument made throughout this book would essentially
reverse this logic. Most, if not all, the characteristics that appear to stigma-
tize hill peoples —their location at the margins, their physical mobility, their
swidden agriculture, their flexible social structure, their religious heterodoxy,
their egalitarianism, and even the nonliterate, oral cultures— far from being
the mark of primitives left behind by civilization, are better seen on a long
view as adaptations designed to evade both state capture and state formation.
They are, in other words, political adaptations of nonstate peoples to a world
of states that are, at once, attractive and threatening.

Creating Subjects

Avoiding the state was, until the past few centuries, a real option. A thousand
years ago most people lived outside state structures, under loose-knit empires
or in situations of fragmented sovereignty.! Today it is an option that is fast
vanishing. To appreciate how the room for maneuver has been drastically
curtailed in the past millennium, a radically schematic and simplified fast-
forward history of the balance of power between stateless peoples and states
may be helpful.

The permanent association of the state and sedentary agriculture is at
the center of this story.? Fixed-field grain agriculture has been promoted
by the state and has been, historically, the foundation of its power. In turn,
sedentary agriculture leads to property rights in land, the patriarchal family
enterprise, and an emphasis, also encouraged by the state, on large families.
Grain farming is, in this respect, inherently expansionary, generating, when
not checked by disease or famine, a surplus population, which is obliged to
move and colonize new lands. By any long-run perspective, then, it is grain
agriculture that is “nomadic” and aggressive, constantly reproducing copies
of itself, while, as Hugh Brody aptly notes, foragers and hunters, relying on
a single area and demographically far more stable, seem by comparison “pro-
foundly settled.”!3

The massive expansion of European power, via colonialism and white-
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settler colonies, represented a vast expansion of sedentary agriculture. In the
“neo-Europes” such as North America, Australia, Argentina, and New Zea-
land, Europeans reproduced, as far as possible, the agriculture with which
they were familiar. In colonies with preexisting states based on sedentary
agriculture, the Europeans replaced the indigenous overlords as sovereigns,
collecting taxes and encouraging agriculture as had their predecessors, but
more effectively. All other subsistence patterns, except when they provided
valuable trade goods (for example, furs), were, fiscally speaking, considered
sterile. Thus foragers, hunters, shifting-cultivators, and pastoralists were by-
passed and ignored or driven from potentially arable farmland into territo-
ries considered wastelands. Nevertheless, as late as the end of the eighteenth
century, though they were no longer a majority of the world’s population,
nonstate peoples still occupied the greater part of the world’s land mass—
forest lands, rugged mountains, steppes, deserts, polar regions, marshes, and
inaccessibly remote zones. Such regions were still a potential refuge for those
who had reason to flee the state.

These stateless peoples were not, by and large, easily drawn into the
fiscally legible economy of wage labor and sedentary agriculture. On this defi-
nition, “civilization” held little attraction for them when they could have all
the advantages of trade without the drudgery, subordination, and immobility
of state subjects. The widespread resistance of stateless peoples led directly to
what might be called the golden age of slavery along the littoral of the Atlantic
and Indian Oceans and in Southeast Asia.l* From the perspective adopted
here, populations were forcibly removed en masse from settings where their
production and labor were illegible and inappropriable and were relocated in
colonies and plantations where they could be made to grow cash crops (tea,
cotton, sugar, indigo, coffee) which might contribute to the profits of land-
owners and the fiscal power of the state.’ This first step of enclosure required
forms of capture and bondage designed to relocate them from nonstate spaces
where they were generally more autonomous (and healthy!) to places where
their labor could be appropriated.

The final two stages of this massive enclosure movement belong, in the
case of Europe, to the nineteenth century and, in the case of Southeast Asia,
largely to the late twentieth century. They mark such a radical shift in the
relationship between states and their peripheries that they fall largely outside
the story I tell here. In this last period, “enclosure” has meant not so much
shifting people from stateless zones to areas of state control but rather colo-
nizing the periphery itself and transforming it into a fully governed, fiscally
fertile zone. Its immanent logic, unlikely ever to be fully realized, is the com-



HILLS, VALLEYS, AND STATES 1l

plete elimination of nonstate spaces. This truly imperial project, made pos-
sible only by distance-demolishing technologies (all-weather roads, bridges,
railroads, airplanes, modern weapons, telegraph, telephone, and now modern
information technologies including global positioning systems), is so novel
and its dynamics so different that my analysis here makes no further sense in
Southeast Asia for the period after, say, 1950. Modern conceptions of national
sovereignty and the resource needs of mature capitalism have brought that
final enclosure into view.

The hegemony, in this past century, of the nation-state as the standard
and nearly exclusive unit of sovereignty has proven profoundly inimical to
nonstate peoples. State power, in this conception, is the state’s monopoly of
coercive force that must, in principle, be fully projected to the very edge of its
territory, where it meets, again in principle, another sovereign power project-
ing its command to its own adjacent frontier. Gone, in principle, are the large
areas of no sovereignty or mutually canceling weak sovereignties. Gone too,
of course, are peoples under no particular sovereignty. As a practical matter,
most nation-states have tried, insofar as they had the means, to give substance
to this vision, establishing armed border posts, moving loyal populations to
the frontier and relocating or driving away “disloyal” populations, clearing
frontier lands for sedentary agriculture, building roads to the borders, and
registering hitherto fugitive peoples.

On the heels of this notion of sovereignty came the realization that
these neglected and seemingly useless territories to which stateless peoples
had been relegated were suddenly of great value to the economies of mature
capitalism.’® They contained valuable resources—oil, iron ore, copper, lead,
timber, uranium, bauxite, the rare metals essential to the aerospace and
electronics industries, hydroelectric sites, bioprospecting and conservation
areas—that might in many cases be the linchpin of state revenue. Places that
long ago might have been desirable for their deposits of silver, gold, and gems,
not to mention slaves, became the object of a new gold rush. All the more
reason to project state power to the nethermost reaches of these ungoverned
regions and bring their inhabitants under firm control.

Occupying and controlling the margins of the state implied a cultural
policy as well. Much of the periphery along national borders of mainland
Southeast Asia is inhabited by peoples linguistically and culturally distinct
from the populations that dominate the state cores. Alarmingly, they spill
promiscuously across national frontiers, generating multiple identities and
possible foci of irredentism or secession. Weak valley states have permitted,
or rather tolerated, a certain degree of autonomy when they had little choice.
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Where they could, however, all states in the region have tried to bring such
peoples under their routine administration, to encourage and, more rarely,
to insist upon linguistic, cultural, and religious alignment with the majority
population at the state core. This meant, in Thailand, encouraging, say, the
Lahu to become Thai-speaking, literate, Buddhist subjects of the monarchy.
In Burma it meant encouraging, say, the Karen to become Burmese-speaking
Buddhists loyal to the military junta.l”

Parallel to policies of economic, administrative, and cultural absorption
has been the policy, driven by both demographic pressure and self-conscious
design, of engulfment. Huge numbers of land-hungry majorities from the
plains have moved, or been moved, to the hills. There, they replicate valley
settlement patterns and sedentary agriculture, and, over time, they demo-
graphically dominate the dispersed, less numerous hill peoples. The com-
bination of forced settlement and engulfment is nicely illustrated by a series
of Vietnamese mobilization campaigns in the 1950s and 1960s: “Campaign
to Sedentarize the Nomads,” “Campaign for Fixed Cultivation and Fixed
Residence,” “Storm the Hills Campaign,” and “Clear the Hills by Torchlight
Campaign.”18

Culturally, this reduction and standardization of relatively autonomous,
self-governing communities is a process of long historical lineage. It is an
integral theme of the historical consciousness of each of the large mainland
Southeast Asian states. In the Vietnamese official national narrative, the
“march to the south” —to the Mekong and the trans-Bassac Deltas—inaccu-
rate though it is as a description of the historical process, vies with the wars of
national liberation for pride of place.’® Burmese and Thai history are no less
marked by the movement of population from their more northern historical
cores of Mandalay, Ayutthaya, and what is now Hanoi into the Irrawaddy,
Chao Praya, and Mekong river deltas, respectively. The great cosmopolitan,
maritime cities of Saigon (now Ho Chi Minh City), Rangoon, and Bangkok
that grew to serve this onetime frontier, delta, hinterland have come, demo-
graphically, to dominate the earlier inland capitals.

Internal colonialism, broadly understood, aptly describes this process.
It involved the absorption, displacement, and/or extermination of the previ-
ous inhabitants. It involved a botanical colonization in which the landscape
was transformed — by deforestation, drainage, irrigation, and levees—to ac-
commodate crops, settlement patterns, and systems of administration famil-
iar to the state and to the colonists. One way of appreciating the effect of this
colonization is to view it as a massive reduction of vernaculars of all kinds: of
vernacular languages, minority peoples, vernacular cultivation techniques,
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vernacular land tenure systems, vernacular hunting, gathering, and forestry
techniques, vernacular religion, and so on. The attempt to bring the periph-
ery into line is read by representatives of the sponsoring state as provid-
ing civilization and progress—where progress is, in turn, read as the intru-
sive propagation of the linguistic, agricultural, and religious practices of the
dominant ethnic group: the Han, the Kinh, the Burman, the Thai.20

The remaining self-governing peoples and spaces of mainland South-
east Asia are much diminished. We shall, for the most part, concentrate on
the so-called hill peoples (often mistakenly called tribes) of mainland South-
east Asia, particularly Burma. While I will clarify what I mean by the awk-
ward term nonstate spaces, it is not simply a synonym for hills or for higher
altitudes. States, being associated with concentrated grain production, typi-
cally arise where there is a substantial expanse of arable land. In mainland
Southeast Asia, this agro-ecology is generally at low elevations, allowing us
to speak of “valley states” and “hill peoples.” Where, as in the Andes, most
easily cultivable land under traditional conditions is located at high eleva-
tions, it is the other way around. The states were in the hills and nonstate
spaces were downhill in the humid lowlands. Thus the key variable is not
so much elevation per se as the possibility for concentrated grain produc-
tion. Nonstate space, by contrast, points to locations where, owing largely to
geographical obstacles, the state has particular difficulty in establishing and
maintaining its authority. A Ming emperor had something like this in mind
when he described the southwest provinces of his kingdom: “The roads are
long and dangerous, the mountains and rivers present great obstacles, and
the customs and practices differ.”2! But swamps, marshes, mangrove coasts,
deserts, volcanic margins, and even the open sea, like the ever growing and
changing deltas of Southeast Asia’s great rivers, all function in much the
same way. Thus it is difficult or inaccessible terrain, regardless of elevation,
that presents great obstacles to state control. As we shall see at great length,
such places have often served as havens of refuge for peoples resisting or flee-
ing the state.

The Great Mountain Kingdom; or, “Zomia”; or,
The Marches of Mainland Southeast Asia

One of the largest remaining nonstate spaces in the world, if not /e largest,
is the vast expanse of uplands, variously termed the Southeast Asian mas-
sif and, more recently, Zomia.2? This great mountain realm on the marches
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of mainland Southeast Asia, China, India, and Bangladesh sprawls across
roughly 2.5 million square kilometers—an area roughly the size of Europe.
As one of the first scholars to identify the massif and its peoples as a single
object of study, Jean Michaud has traced its extent: “From north to south, it
includes southern and western Sichuan, all of Guizhou and Yunnan, western
and northern Guangxi, western Guangdong, most of northern Burma with
an adjacent segment of extreme [north]eastern India, the north and west of
Thailand, practically all of Laos above the Mekong Valley, northern and cen-
tral Vietnam along the Annam Cordillera, and the north and eastern fringes
of Cambodia.”

Rough calculations would put Zomia minority populations alone at
around eighty million to one hundred million.?* Its peoples are fragmented
into hundreds of ethnic identities and at least five language families that defy
any simple classification.

Lying at altitudes from two hundred or three hundred meters above
sea level to more than four thousand meters, Zomia could be thought of as
a Southeast Asian Appalachia, were it not for the fact that it sprawls across
eight nation-states. A better analogy would be Switzerland, a mountain
kingdom at the periphery of Germany, France, and Italy that itself became
a nation-state. Borrowing Ernest Gellner’s felicitous phrase referring to the
Berbers of the High Atlas Mountains, this huge hilly zone might be seen as a
“pervasive Switzerland without cuckoo clocks.”?’ Far from being a hilly na-
tion, however, this upland belt lies on the marches, far from the main popu-
lation centers of the nations it traverses.2® Zomia is marginal in almost every
respect. It lies at a great distance from the main centers of economic activity;
it bestrides a contact zone between eight nation-states and several religious
traditions and cosmologies.?’

Scholarship organized historically around the classical states and their
cultural cores and, more recently, around the nation-state is singularly ill-
equipped to examine this upland belt as a whole. Willem van Schendel is
one of a handful of pioneers who have argued that these cumulative nation-
state “shards” merit consideration as a distinctive region. He has gone so far
as to give it the dignity of a name of its own: Zomia, a term for highlander
common to several related Tibeto-Burman languages spoken in the India-
Bangladesh-Burma border area.?® More precisely, Zo is a relational term
meaning “remote” and hence carries the connotation of living in the hills;

Map 1. Mainland Southeast Asia
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Mi means “people.” As is the case elsewhere in Southeast Asia Mi-zo or
Zo-mi designated a remote hill people, while at the same time the ethnic label
applies to a geographical niche.?® Although van Schendel proposes a bold
expansion of Zomia’s boundaries to Afghanistan and beyond, I will confine
my use of the term to the hilly areas eastward, beginning with the Naga and
Mizo hills in northern India and Bangladesh’s Chittagong Hill Tracts.

Zomia, at first glance, would seem an unlikely candidate for consider-
ation as a distinctive region. The premise for calling a geographical area a
region is typically that it shares important cultural features that mark it off
from adjacent areas. In this fashion, Fernand Braudel was able to show that
the coastal societies around the Mediterranean Sea constituted a region,
owing to their long and intense commercial and cultural connections.3? De-
spite political and religious chasms between, say, Venice and Istanbul, they
were integral parts of a recognizable world of exchange and mutual influence.
Anthony Reid has made a similar, and in many respects, more powerful claim
for the Sunda Shelf littoral in maritime Southeast Asia, where trade and mi-
gration were, if anything, easier than in the Mediterranean.3! The principle
behind region-making in each case is that, for the premodern world, water,
especially if it is calm, joins people, whereas mountains, especially if they are
high and rugged, divide people. As late as 1740 it took no more time to sail
from Southampton to the Cape of Good Hope than to travel by stagecoach
from Loondon to Edinburgh.

On these grounds, hilly Zomia would seem to be a “negative” region.
Variety, more than uniformity, is its trademark. In the space of a hundred
kilometers in the hills one can find more cultural variation—in language,
dress, settlement pattern, ethnic identification, economic activity, and reli-
gious practices— than one would ever find in the lowland river valleys. Zomia
may not quite attain the prodigious cultural variety of deeply fissured New
Guinea, but its complex ethnic and linguistic mosaic has presented a be-
wildering puzzle for ethnographers and historians, not to mention would-be
rulers. Scholarly work on the area has been as fragmented and isolated as the
terrain itself seemed to be.3

I will argue not only that Zomia qualifies as a region in the strong sense
of the term, but also that it is impossible to provide a satisfactory account of
the valley states without understanding the central role played by Zomia in
their formation and collapse. The dialectic or coevolution of hill and valley,

Map 2. “Zomia,” on the mainland Southeast Asian massif
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as antagonistic but deeply connected spaces, 1s, I believe, the essential point
of departure for making sense of historical change in Southeast Asia.

Most of what the hills share as physical and social spaces marks them off
fairly sharply from the more populous lowland centers. The population of the
hills is far more dispersed and culturally diverse than that of the valleys. It is
as if the difficulties of terrain and relative isolation have, over many centuries,
encouraged a kind of “speciation” of languages, dialects, dress, and cultural
practices. The relative availability of forest resources and open, if steep, land
has also allowed far more diverse subsistence practices than in the valleys,
where wet-rice monocropping often prevails. Swiddening (or slash-and-burn
agriculture), which requires more land and requires clearing new fields and
occasionally shifting settlement sites, is far more common in the hills.

As a general rule, social structure in the hills is both more flexible and
more egalitarian than in the hierarchical, codified valley societies. Hybrid
identities, movement, and the social fluidity that characterizes many frontier
societies are common. Early colonial officials, taking an inventory of their
new possessions in the hills, were confused to encounter hamlets with several
“peoples” living side by side: hill people who spoke three or four languages
and both individuals and groups whose ethnic identity had shifted, some-
times within a single generation. Aspiring to Linnaean specificity in the clas-
sification of peoples as well as flora, territorial administrators were constantly
frustrated by the bewildering flux of peoples who refused to stay put. There
was, however, one principle of location that brought some order to this ap-
parent anarchy of identity, and that was its relation to altitude.?®* As Edmund
Leach originally suggested, once one looks at Zomia not from a high-altitude
balloon but, rather, horizontally, in terms of lateral slices through the topog-
raphy, a certain order emerges.3* In any given landscape, particular groups
often settled within a narrow range of altitudes to exploit the agro-economic
possibilities of that particular niche. Thus, for example, the Hmong have
tended to settle at very high altitudes (between one thousand and eighteen
hundred meters) and to plant maize, opium, and millet that will thrive at
that elevation. If from a high-altitude balloon or on a map they appear to
be a random scattering of small blotches, this is because they have occupied
the mountaintops and left the midslopes and intervening valleys to other
groups.

Specialization by altitude and niche within the hills leads to scattering.
And yet long-distance travel, marriage alliances, similar subsistence patterns,
and cultural continuity help foster coherent identities across considerable
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distances. The “Akha” along the Yunnan-Thai border and the “Hani” in the
upper reaches of the Red River in northern Vietnam are recognizably the
same culture, though separated by more than a thousand kilometers. They
typically have more in common with each another than either group has with
valley people a mere thirty or forty miles away. Zomia is thus knitted together
as a region not by a political unity, which it utterly lacks, but by compa-
rable patterns of diverse hill agriculture, dispersal and mobility, and rough
egalitarianism, which, not incidentally, includes a relatively higher status for
women than in the valleys.3

The signal, distinguishing trait of Zomia, vis-a-vis the lowland regions
it borders, is that it is relatively stateless. Historically, of course, there have
been states in the hills where a substantial fertile plateau and/or a key node
in the overland trade routes made it possible. Nan Chao, Kengtung, Nan, and
Lan-na were among the best known.3¢ They are the exceptions that prove the
rule. While state-making projects have abounded in the hills, it is fair to say
that few have come to fruition. Those would-be kingdoms that did manage
to defy the odds did so only for a relatively brief| crisis-strewn period.

Such episodes aside, the hills, unlike the valleys, have paid neither taxes
to monarchs nor regular tithes to a permanent religious establishment. They
have constituted a relatively free, stateless population of foragers and hill
farmers. Zomia’s situation at the frontiers of lowland state centers has con-
tributed to its relative isolation and the autonomy that such isolation favors.
Lying athwart state borders where multiple competing sovereignties abut
one another has itself afforded its peoples certain advantages for smuggling,
contraband, opium production, and the “small border powers” that negotiate
a tenuous, high-wire act of quasi-independence.3’

A stronger and, I believe, more accurate political description is that the
hill populations of Zomia have actively resisted incorporation into the frame-
work of the classical state, the colonial state, and the independent nation-state.
Beyond merely taking advantage of their geographical isolation from centers
of state power, much of Zomia has “resisted the projects of nation-building
and state-making of the states to which it belonged.”38 This resistance came
especially to light after the creation of independent states after World War I1I,
when Zomia became the site of secessionist movements, indigenous rights
struggles, millennial rebellions, regionalist agitation, and armed opposition
to lowland states. But it is a resistance with deeper roots. In the precolonial
period, the resistance can be seen in a cultural refusal of lowland patterns and
in the flight of lowlanders seeking refuge in the hills.
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During the colonial era, the autonomy of the hills, politically and cul-
turally, was underwritten by the Europeans for whom a separately adminis-
tered hill zone was a makeweight against the lowland majorities resentful of
colonial rule. One effect of this classic divide-and-rule policy is that, with a
few exceptions, hill peoples typically played little or no role—or an antago-
nistic one—in the anticolonial movements. They remained, at best, marginal
to the nationalist narrative or, at worst, were seen as a fifth column threat-
ening that independence. It is partly for such reasons that the postcolonial
lowland states have sought fully to exercise authority in the hills: by military
occupation, by campaigns against shifting cultivation, by forced settlements,
by promoting the migration of lowlanders to the hills, by efforts at religious
conversion, by space-conquering roads, bridges, and telephone lines, and by
development schemes that project government administration and lowland
cultural styles into the hills.

The hills, however, are not simply a space of political resistance but
also a zone of cultural refusal. If it were merely a matter of political authority,
one might expect the hill society to resemble valley society culturally except
for their altitude and the dispersed settlement that the terrain favors. But
the hill populations do not generally resemble the valley centers culturally,
religiously, or linguistically. This cultural chasm between the mountains and
the plains has been claimed as something of a historical constant in Europe
as well, until quite recently. Fernand Braudel acknowledged the political au-
tonomy of the hills when he approvingly quoted Baron de Tott to the effect
that “the steepest places have always been the asylum of liberty.” But he
carried the argument much further, asserting the existence of an unbridge-
able cultural gap between plains and mountains. He wrote: “The mountains
are as a rule a world apart from civilizations which are an urban and lowland
achievement. Their history is to have none, to remain always on the fringes
of the great waves of civilization, even the longest and most persistent, which
may spread over great distances in the horizontal plane but are powerless to
move vertically when faced with an obstacle of several hundred meters.”%
Braudel was, in turn, only echoing a much older view captured by the great
fourteenth-century Arab philosopher Ibn Khaldun, who noted that “Arabs
can gain control only over flat territory” and do not pursue tribes that hide
in the mountains.*® Compare Braudel’s bold assertion that civilizations can’t
climb hills to a nearly identical assertion made by Oliver Wolters, quoting
Paul Wheatley, about precolonial Southeast Asia: “Many people lived in the
distant highlands and were beyond the reach of the centers where records
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survive. The mandalas [court centers of civilization and power| were a phe-
nomenon of the lowlands and even there, geographical conditions encour-
aged under-government. Paul Wheatley puts it well when he notes that ‘the
Sanskritic tongue was stilled to silence at 500 meters.’”#

Scholars of Southeast Asia have been struck again and again by the
sharp limits the terrain, particularly altitude, has placed on cultural or po-
litical influence. Paul Mus, writing of Vietnam and echoing Wheatley, noted
of the spread of the Vietnamese and their culture that “this ethnic adven-
ture stopped at the foot of the high country’s buttresses.”*? Owen Latti-
more, best known for his studies of China’s northern frontier, also remarked
that Indian and Chinese civilizations, like those cited by Braudel, traveled
well across the plains but ran out of breath when they encountered rugged
hills: “This kind of stratification extends far beyond China itself into the
Indochinese peninsula, Thailand and Burma with the influence of the an-
cient high civilizations reaching far out over the lower levels where concen-
trated agriculture and big cities are to be found, but not up into the higher
altitudes.”*3

Though Zomia is exceptionally diverse linguistically, the languages spo-
ken in the hills are, as a rule, distinct from those spoken in the plains. Kinship
structures, at least formally, also distinguish the hills from the lowlands. This
is in part what Edmund Leach had in mind when he characterized hill society
as following a “Chinese model” while lowland society followed an “Indian”
or Sanskritic model.#

Hill societies are, as a rule, systematically different from valley soci-
eties. Hill people tend to be animists, or, in the twentieth century, Christians,
who do not follow the “great tradition” salvation religions of lowland peoples
(Buddhism and Islam in particular). Where, as occasionally happens, they do
come to embrace the “world religion” of their valley neighbors, they are likely
to do so with a degree of heterodoxy and millenarian fervor that valley elites
find more threatening than reassuring. Hill societies do produce a surplus,
but they do not use that surplus to support kings and monks. The absence
of large, permanent, surplus-absorbing religious and political establishments
makes for a sociological pyramid in the hills that is rather flat and local when
compared with that of valley societies. Distinctions of status and wealth
abound in the hills, as in the valleys. The difference is that in the valleys they
tend to be supralocal and enduring, while in the hills they are both unstable
and geographically confined.

This characterization obscures a great deal of variation in the political
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structure of hill societies. The variation is not by any means simply a func-
tion of “ethnicity,” although some hill peoples, such as the Lahu, Khmu,
and Akha, seem strongly egalitarian and decentralized. It is just as common,
however, to encounter groups that defy such generalizations. Among Karen,
Kachin, Chin, Hmong, Yao/Mien, and Wa, for example, there seem to be
both relatively hierarchical subgroups and relatively decentralized, egalitar-
ian subgroups. What is most striking and important is that the degree of
hierarchy and centralization is not constant over time. The variation, so far
as I can make out, depends largely on a kind of imitative state-making. That
is, it is either a kind of short-term war alliance or a sort of “booty-capitalism”
for slave-raiding and extracting tribute from lowland communities. Where
hill groups are in a tributary relationship with a valley kingdom — which does
not imply political incorporation or, necessarily, inferiority —it may be an
expedient to control a lucrative trade route or to safeguard privileged access
to valuable markets. Their political structures are, with extremely rare excep-
tions, imitative in the sense that while they may have the trappings and rhe-
toric of monarchy, they lack the substance: a taxpaying subject population or
direct control over their constituent units, let alone a standing army. Hill poli-
ties are, almost invariably, redistributive, competitive feasting systems held
together by the benefits t