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ABSTRACT OF THE TALK 

This talk considers some of the recent work of James Scott, Yale political scientist well known for 
his work on peasant societies. Scott argues that statelessness was the normal condition for most 
people in history, and that such statelessness was often a conscious choice by people who 
sought to escape the reach of the state. Raising questions about the analysis of the state, 
agency, borders and how areas of the world are defined, the argument pertains to a region the 
Dutch geographer Van Schendel called ‘Zomia’, encompassing large parts of China, Southeast 
Asia, and the Himalayas. The idea that most ethnic minorities and hill-dwelling people in the 
region formed complex social organisations and shifting modes of agriculture as a means of 
evading state control has proved a controversial one, and this talk presents the main contours of 
the argument and considers some of the criticisms of it which have been made and the 
influences on Scott. 
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