
ARTICLE

Do mountains kill states? Exploring the diversity of
Southeast Asian highland communities

Michael Paul Leadbetter1 and Wayan Jarrah Sastrawan2

1Magdalen College, School of Archaeology, University of Oxford, UK and 2École française d’Extrême-Orient, Paris, France
Corresponding author: Michael Paul Leadbetter; Email: michael.leadbetter@arch.ox.ac.uk

Abstract
Mountains and highlands are not what scholars have conventionally imagined them to be: environments
that limit and constrain their inhabitants in deterministic ways. Rather, mountains and highlands provide
unique opportunities for people to engage in creative transformation of their societies. Highland
communities are connected to a wider world, and they radically remake and experiment with their
landscapes, settlements, and societies. Mountains serve as birthplaces and testing grounds for statecraft,
urbanism, irrigation, and monumental landscape engineering. Here we explore the diversity of highland
communities by analysing the latest archaeological and historical discoveries from three regions across
Southeast Asia: the Kulen mountains (Cambodia), the volcanoes of central Java (Indonesia), and the Ifugao
highlands (the Philippines). We find that, far from being a negative image of the ‘civilized’ lowlands,
mountains were creative, diverse, dynamic, and well-connected places. This compels us to change the way
we conceive of today’s highland communities and their relationships to modern nation-states.
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Introduction
Throughout history, the world’s highlands have contained rich and diverse societies. This fact has
been obscured by the persistent but unjustified stereotype that mountains are ‘a world apart’ from
civilization, that their ‘primitive isolation maintained them in their backwardness’, and that ‘their
history is to have none’.1 Highland communities are not isolated and primeval, but open, dynamic,
and connected to the rest of the world. They are characterized by creative transformation of
society, material, and landscape. Highlands often contain large-scale monumental architecture
and landscape engineering, and are places where states, institutions, and communities retreat to in
times of stress. Highlands allow people to grow food, stay safe, write literature, build temples,
assert their autonomy, and develop their cultures in their own diverse ways. In sum, highlands do
not constrain people in the ways that scholars have often imagined.

The term ‘highlands’, as we use it, refers to a diverse group of landscapes defined by high
altitude and variable gradient. Like any landscape, highlands provide both constraints and
affordances to human communities. Not all highland landscapes are the same, of course:
mountain peaks, plateaus, cordilleras, volcanic cones, alpine valleys, crater lakes, and massifs all
present different challenges and opportunities to the communities that interact with them.
We emphasize the two-way relationships between humans and highland landscapes. Humans
deliberately transform the landscape to their needs and wants, while the landscape shapes those
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1Fernand Braudel, The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II, trans. Siân Reynolds, 3 vols.
(New York: Harper and Row, 1972), 1: 34–6.

Journal of Global History (2023), 1–26
doi:10.1017/S1740022823000268

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1740022823000268 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1513-6958
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9541-1907
mailto:michael.leadbetter@arch.ox.ac.uk
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1740022823000268
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog?doi=https://doi.org/10.1017/S1740022823000268&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1740022823000268


needs and wants through its cultural influence. We therefore seek to understand the plethora of
ways that human-highland relationships have evolved in Southeast Asia over centuries and
millennia.

We present historical and archaeological evidence from Southeast Asia that belies the common
prejudices about highland communities. We use a multi-disciplinary method, drawing together
data from inscriptions, manuscripts, artefacts, and landscape patterns to show that mountains and
highlands exhibit profoundly diverse kinds of social organization. The evidence reveals that these
environments can support any of the following: urban settlement patterns and agglomerations of
population; large-scale forms of political organization, especially states; irrigated agriculture,
especially irrigated rice farming; cosmopolitan culture, especially literary arts and scriptural
religion; and connectivity, especially long-distance trade and exchange links. All five of these
features are found in highland and mountain societies, occurring singly or in any combination.
They are flexible strategies constituted by the behaviours and choices of people living in highlands.
Such strategies can be adopted and modified to accommodate the changing circumstances of these
communities.

We have chosen the evocative question ‘Do Mountains Kill States?’ as our title, because we
intend this article to be the starting point for broad and far-reaching conversations about a key
assumption found in a major strand of scholarship: that state structures are incompatible with
highland landscapes.2 This relates to an ongoing problem in global history, concerning the
phenomenon of state rejection and the role of mountains as sites of power.3 The assumption that
mountains kill states has elicited various explanations. The historian Fernand Braudel identified
low population density as the main causal factor in ‘prevent[ing] the establishment of the state,
dominant languages, and important civilizations’ in the Mediterranean highland world.4

By contrast, the anthropologist James C. Scott considered a specific agro-ecological condition,
namely the absence of ‘the possibility for concentrated grain production’, as the chief reason why
‘the state has particular difficulty in establishing and maintaining its authority’ in the highlands of
Southeast Asia.5 Neither of these two theories, nor the many others that have been proffered, has
gained universal acceptance among global historians. Whether mountains really do kill states, and
if so why, remains the topic of a lively research conversation.6

2We define a state as any large-scale form of social organization linked to a shared political authority. We therefore see
statehood as a specific type of the second feature given in the five-point list above. The application of the term ‘state’ in
premodern contexts is highly contentious. John Miksic and Geok Yian Goh, for example, have rejected the use of state
formation paradigms in the study of premodern Southeast Asian history. There is a great diversity of social organization found
across the region, to which no single model of statecraft can do justice. For an influential theory of state structure developed in
the context of Southeast Asian history, see Stanley Tambiah’s work on the ‘galactic polity’. Our definition of the state does not
imply any specific model of political organization, and importantly, it does not treat the state as the peak achievement of
human society. Rather, we view the state as simply one kind of the diverse manifestations of creativity that highland societies
can exhibit. See J.N. Miksic, ‘Settlement Patterns and Subregions in Southeast Asian History,’ Review of Indonesian and
Malaysian Affairs 31, no. 1 (1991): 86–144; John N. Miksic and Geok Yian Goh, Ancient Southeast Asia (Oxford:
Routledge, 2007), 23–4, 238–43; Stanley Jeyaraja Tambiah, ‘The Galactic Polity in Southeast Asia’, HAU: Journal of
Ethnographic Theory 3, no. 3 (2013): 503–34 (first published in 1976).

3William G. Clarence-Smith, ‘Editorial Note – Zomia and Beyond,’ Journal of Global History 5, no. 2 (2010): 185–6.
4Braudel, Mediterranean World, 1: 38.
5James C. Scott, The Art of Not Being Governed: An Anarchist History of Upland Southeast Asia (New Haven: Yale

University Press, 2009), 13.
6Historical and archaeological research conducted in specific regions around the world, such as the Andes, the Ethiopian

highlands, and northwest China, has demonstrated that highlands and mountains can be conducive and even advantageous to
social transformation and the rise of states and cities. For examples of emerging developments in Shimao (China), see L. Jaang,
Z. Sun, J. Shao, and M. Li, ‘When Peripheries were Centres: A Preliminary Study of the Shimao-centred Polity in the Loess
Highland, China’, Antiquity 92, no. 364 (2018): 1008–22; Y. Jaffe, R. Campbell, and G. Shelach-Lavi, ‘Rise of States in China:
Archaeology, Historiography, and Myth’, Current Anthropology 63, no. 1 (2022), 95–117; in Axum (Ethiopia), see T. Insoll,
‘The Archaeology of Complexity and Cosmopolitanism in Medieval Ethiopia: An Introduction’, Antiquity 95, no. 380 (2021):
450–66; in the Andean world, including the Inca states, Wari, and Tiwankaku and their neighbours, see J. Moore, ‘Andean
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Advancing this conversation will require ongoing engagement, exploration, discovery, and
reflection, not only by historians and archaeologists, but also by geographers, political scientists,
sociologists, anthropologists, and people who live in these highland regions. The assumption that
mountains are inhospitable to states and civilization has taken root in a variety of disciplines and
fields of practice, such as geography, military strategy, and political policy. This historical problem
is therefore of profound global consequence for how communities are conceptualized and treated
in the present day. For example, it continues to shape the cultural framing of the Atlas mountains
in North Africa, conflicts in the mountains of Myanmar, Yemen, and Afghanistan, and
development interventions in highland Laos, the Andes, and Tibet.7 How we think about the
history of highland landscapes directly affects the lives of people today.

This article is organized in three parts. First, we outline the evolution of the assumption, found in
a great deal of historical and social scientific literature, that highland environments limit
so-called ‘social complexity’, and are inhospitable to states and civilization.8 Southeast Asia has
served as an important setting for elaborations of this assumption, notably in Scott’s influential
Zomia theory.9 Second, we examine three case studies from Southeast Asia: the Kulen mountains
(Cambodia), the volcanoes of central Java (Indonesia), and the Ifugao highlands (the Philippines).
Recent discoveries in these three regions challenge the conventional assumption that highlands
constrain and limit social complexity. We show that these highlands are in fact places of great
diversity, transformation, experimentation, and connectedness, and that the prevailing environ-
mental determinism of much existing scholarship does not properly account for these facts.

‘Their history is to have none’: highland historiographies
‘Civilizations can’t climb hills’—so it has been claimed.10 Based on the assumption that highland
environments limit population density, political centralization, and cultural development, this
idea is influential across history, anthropology, sociology, and political science. As Annales School
historian Fernand Braudel articulated with typical panache:

Statecraft Before the Incas’, in The Oxford Handbook of the Incas, ed. S. Alconini and R. A. Covey (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2018), 31–54; R. A. Covey, ‘The Spread of Inca Power in the Cuzco Region’, in The Oxford Handbook of the Incas, 55–70;
I. Farrington, ‘Cuzco: Development of the Imperial Capital, in The Oxford Handbook of the Incas, 71–90; P. Cruz et al., ‘When
the Past Lives in the Present: Agrarian Landscapes and Historical Social Dynamics in the Southern Andes (Quebrada de
Humahuaca, Jujuy, Argentina)’, Land 10, no. 10 (2021): 687–711; P. Cruz et al., ‘Pre-hispanic Agricultural Dynamics in the
Quebrada of Morohuasi (Salta, Argentina)’, Ñawpa Pacha 42, no. 1 (2022): 1–23.

7See, for example, J. D. Fearon and D. Laitin, ‘Ethnicity, Insurgency and Civil War’, American Political Science Review 97,
no. 1 (2003): 75–90; J. Freeman, ‘The Al Houthi Insurgency in the North of Yemen: An Analysis of the Shabab al Moumineen’,
Studies in Conflict & Terrorism 31, no. 11 (2009): 1008–19; S. Schutte, ‘Geography, Outcome, and Casualties: A Unified Model
of Insurgency’, Journal of Conflict Resolution 59, no. 6 (2015): 1101–28; A. F. Tollefsen and H. Buhaug, ‘Insurgency and
Inaccessibility’, International Studies Review 17, no. 1 (2015): 6–25; G. Gordillo, ‘Terrain as Insurgent Weapon: An Affective
Geometry of Warfare in the Mountains of Afghanistan’, Political Geography 64 (2018): 53–62; B. W. Reeder, ‘The Political
Geography of Rebellion: Using Event Data to Identify Insurgent Territory, Preferences, and Relocation Patterns’, International
Studies Quarterly 62, no. 3 (2018): 696–707. This assumption is currently being critiqued, problematized, and rethought,
particularly in regard to ancient and prehistoric China; see, for example, A. Hein, ‘Interregional Contacts and Geographic
Preconditions in the Prehistoric Liangshan Region, Southwest China’, Quaternary International 348 (2014): 194–213; Anke
Hein, The Crescent-Shaped Cultural-Communication Belt: Tong Enzheng’s Model in Retrospect (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2014);
A. Hein, ‘Local Developments on the Eastern Rim of the Tibetan Plateau: The Prehistoric Anning River Valley’, Archaeological
Research in Asia 5 (2016): 72–87; X. Wu et al., ‘Resettlement Strategies and Han Imperial Expansion into Southwest China’,
Archaeological and Anthropological Sciences 11 (2019): 6751–81.

8The term ‘social complexity’ is common in the relevant literature, and we deploy it when summarizing conventional
perspectives on social organization. However, we acknowledge that it is highly contested, and rightly so. See, for example,
the discussion by D. Daems, Social Complexity and Complex Systems in Archaeology (London: Routledge, 2021).

9Scott, Art of Not Being Governed, 13–16.
10Scott, Art of Not Being Governed, 20.
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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 almost always on the fringe 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 a few hundred meters.11

Here Braudel expressed an environmental determinism that pervades much scholarship
on the role of highlands in global history. He regarded mountains as remote from the
shifting tides of history—a history dominated by a particular notion of civilization as an
exclusively lowland phenomenon.12 Braudel’s determinist understanding of Mediterranean
highlands has been questioned ever since it was published. An early reviewer of the English
version of The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II (1972)
noted: ‘Braudel’s mountains move his men, but never his men the mountains’.13 Chris Wickham
incorporated highland landscapes as a non-deterministic influence in his model of Italian
alpine societies, adding significant nuance to Braudel’s theory.14 Jon Mathieu argued that
Braudel’s overemphasis on geography took insufficient stock of the political and economic
factors that shaped the history of the Alps.15 Many other scholars have critiqued specific aspects
of Braudel’s theory, but due in part to his enormous influence on twentieth-century
historiography, the assumption that highland landscapes constrain highland societies remains
widespread.

Southeast Asia has played a significant role in the ongoing development of the notion that
mountains limit and constrain social complexity. The influence of Braudel’s thesis is
found throughout the archaeological and historical research on the region. The historian
Oliver Wolters argued that ‘many people lived in the distant highlands and were beyond the reach
of the centres where records survive. The maṇḍalas [court centres of civilization] were a
phenomenon of the lowlands’.16 The historical geographer Paul Wheatley expressed a similar view
that ‘the Sanskritic tongue was stilled to silence at 500 metres’.17 The assumption was that
civilization, defined by the presence of royal courts, literacy, administrative record-keeping, and
Indic-derived cosmopolitan culture, ceased to exist above a certain altitude. More recent research

11Braudel, Mediterranean World, 1: 34.
12In using the term ‘civilization’, we acknowledge its controversial status in contemporary scholarship, as discussed in Justin

Jennings, Killing Civilization: A Reassessment of Early Urbanism and Its Consequences (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico
Press, 2016). It can be a useful label of communication for many social and material phenomena, when used with an appropriately
critical attitude. We are thus following the approach to the terminology of civilization taken by David Wengrow, Norman Yoffee,
Stephen Feuchtwang and Michael Rowlands. See David Wengrow, What Makes Civilization: The Ancient Near East and the
Future of the West (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018); Norman Yoffee,Myths of the Archaic State: Evolution of the earliest
cities, states, and civilizations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 1; Stephen Feuchtwang and Michael Rowlands,
Civilisation Recast: Theoretical and Historical Perspectives (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), 1–7, 37–8, 46.

13The review by J.H. Elliott was of the first English edition of The Mediterranean and the MediterraneanWorld in the Age of
Philip II. Jon Mathieu usefully summarizes the early scholarly responses to Braudel’s theory of mountain barbarism.
J.H. Elliott, ‘Mediterranean Mysteries’, The New York Review of Books, May 3, 1973; Jon Mathieu, ‘The European Alps – An
Exceptional Range of Mountains? Braudel’s Argument Put to the Test,’ European Review of History: Revue européenne
d’histoire 24, no. 1 (2016): 1–12.

14Chris Wickham, The Mountains and the City: The Tuscan Apennines in the Early Middle Ages (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1988), 358–65.

15Jon Mathieu,History of the Alps 1500-1900: Environment, Development and Society, trans. Matthew Vester (Morgantown:
West Virginia University Press, 2009), 214–16; Mathieu, ‘The European Alps’, 96–107.

16Oliver W. Wolters, History, Culture, and Region in Southeast Asian Perspectives (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian
Studies, 1982), 20.

17Paul Wheatley, ‘Satyānŗta in Suvarņadvīpa: From Reciprocity to Redistribution in Ancient Southeast Asia’,
in Ancient Trade and Civilization, ed. Jeremy A. Sabloff and Clifford Charles Lamberg-Karlovsky (Albuquerque:
University of New Mexico Press, 1975), 227–84, 251.
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on Southeast Asia continues to reflect this Braudelian thesis, while adding some locally specific
nuance to it.18

The currency of Braudel’s assumption in Southeast Asian studies is perhaps best explained by
the sources and methods that have dominated the field. Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, the chief sources for the study of premodern Southeast Asia were works of art and
architecture influenced by Indic iconography, as well as texts written in Sanskrit, Pali, Chinese,
and in vernaculars strongly influenced by these cosmopolitan languages. These sources were
strongly associated with royal courts and palaces located in agricultural lowlands. Lowland states
and cultures were thus viewed as producers of historical sources and able to be studied as a
collective whole. The highlands, by contrast, were regarded as places that were unconducive to the
production of the textual and artistic sources. Mountain communities thus came to be seen as
intractable to historical research, which in turn proved the absence of complex social organization
in highland environments.19

An important alternative view on Southeast Asian highlands emerged in the works of
James C. Scott, especially in his 2009 book The Art of Not Being Governed.20 Scott argued that non-
state communities in the highlands of Southeast Asia actively chose to resist the lowland states, to
live beyond their reach, and to host refugees fleeing from these states. He referred to highland
Southeast Asia collectively as ‘Zomia’, which he defined as:

a new name for virtually all the lands at altitudes above roughly three hundred metres
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 (Yunnan, Guizhou, Guangxi, and parts of Sichuan). It is an expanse of
2.5 million square kilometres 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.21

The term Zomia originated in the work of the geographer Willem van Schendel, whose
original definition also included the Himalayas and the Tibetan plateau.22 Scott’s definition
of Zomia did not extend so far west, as he was drawing on the geographical notion of the
Southeast Asian massif, which he sought to redefine as a ‘coherent social space’ where states were
absent.23

According to Scott, the estrangement of highland communities from state institutions was not
due to their supposed backwardness or barbarism. Rather, these communities had made a
deliberate choice not to be governed by lowland state systems. Scott celebrated the mountain
communities of Southeast Asia and sought to lend them dignity. This was a welcome corrective to
the way in which previous scholarship had marginalized the highlands, and it earned Scott a high
profile beyond the field of Southeast Asian studies.24 Scott’s work offered historical precedents for

18See, for example, Anthony Reid, Southeast Asia in the Early Modern Era (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993), 4–5;
A History of Southeast Asia: Critical Crossroads (Chichester: Wiley, 2015), 114–19; Victor Lieberman, Strange Parallels
Volume I: Integration on the Mainland, Southeast Asia in Global Context, c. 800–1830 (New York: Cambridge University Press,
2003), 231, 267; Miksic and Goh, Ancient Southeast Asia, 54–5.

19See the discussion in Scott, Art of Not Being Governed, 1–39, 220–37.
20Scott, Art of Not Being Governed. See also a series of international keynote lectures, such as James C. Scott, ‘Civilizations

Can’t Climb Hills: A Political History of Statelessness in Southeast Asia’ (lecture given at BrownUniversity, Providence, Rhode
Island, February 2, 2005).

21Scott, Art of Not Being Governed, ix.
22Willem van Schendel, ‘Geographies of Knowing, Geographies of Ignorance: Jumping Scale in Southeast Asia’,

Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 20, no. 6 (2002): 647–68.
23Jean Mechaud, ‘Editorial – Zomia and Beyond’, Journal of Global History 5, no. 2 (2010): 202–7.
24This global profile is reflected in the dedication of a special issue of this journal in 2010 (volume 5, no. 2) to reflections and

extensions of Scott’s arguments as presented in The Art of Not Being Governed.
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anarchic societies and has driven a reconceptualization of highlands and mountains as places of
active resistance to states.25 His ideas have stimulated a renewed interest in highlands as subjects of
historical study in their own right. His emphasis on the value of ‘histories of peoples’ rather than
‘histories of states’26 has resonated within the disciplines of history and archaeology, where there
has been a particular interest in the global applicability of his interpretation of the concept of
Zomia.27 Scott’s contribution enabled a new way of thinking about mountains and is now
provoking important discussions about landscape and governance, resistance to power, and the
viability of non-state spaces in global history, world archaeology, and across the social sciences.28

Despite its global popularity, however, Scott’s theory has provoked considerable scepticism among
historians of Southeast Asia, who have generally judged it to be insufficiently grounded in
empirical data.29

Scott’s portrayal of highland communities, though broadly sympathetic to them, has
unwittingly continued to reflect a determinist view of the highlands as the inverted image of the
lowlands. Anarchic mountain communities were portrayed as the ‘inescapable “dark twin” of
state-making projects in the valleys’.30 Scott eschewed the conventional bias for textual and artistic
sources from the lowlands in his account of Southeast Asian history. Instead, he favoured a focus
on agriculture and ecology as a basic condition for the emergence of Zomia.31 The notion of ‘agro-
ecology’ as a determining constraint on state spaces reveals a particular set of assumptions about
how agriculture affects human societies and human-plant relations. This model assumes that
large-scale water management and irrigated rice farming both requires and results from labour
coercion and supralocal administration. It thereby generates social inequality and creates class
systems, which in turn allow for the development of states and kingship. Karl Wittfogel’s earlier
theories of hydraulic cities and Oriental despotism employed a similar human-plant-water
mechanic.32 In Scott’s theory, irrigated rice farming is seen as uniquely suited to states, and at
times, as their exclusive prerogative. However, recent research shows that such simplistic models
linking irrigation, class systems, royalty, and state formation are highly problematic.33

25See, for example, J. D. Hilmer, ‘Anarchy: Past and Present’, Anarchist Studies 18, no. 1 (2010): 102; D. Graeber, ‘Culture as
Creative Refusal’ The Cambridge Journal of Anthropology 31, no. 2 (2013): 4.

26Scott, Art of Not Being Governed, 33.
27J. L. Flexner, ‘The Historical Archaeology of States and Non-States: Anarchist Perspectives from Hawai’i and Vanuatu’,

Journal of Pacific Archaeology 5, no. 2 (2014): 83–4; C. Leyser, N. Standen, and S. Wynne-Jones, ‘Settlement, Landscape
and Narrative: What Really Happened in History’, Past & Present 238, no. 13 (2018): 232–60; K. Maxim and A. Hein,
‘State-Induced Migration and the Creation of State Spaces in Early Chinese Empires: Perspectives from History and
Archaeology’, Journal of Chinese History 5, no. 2 (2020): 203–25; I. Forrest, ‘Medieval History and Anarchist Studies’,
Anarchist Studies 28, no. 1 (2020).

28See for example, K. Maxim and A. Hein, ‘State-Induced Migration and the Creation of State Spaces in Early Chinese
Empires’; A. Hein, ‘Complexity Beyond Neo-Evolutionism: Social Organization in “Marginal” Environments as seen from the
Rim of the Tibetan Plateau’ (papers presented in ‘Session 528: Shifting the Focus: Mountains as Central Places in (Pre-)
History, European Association of Archaeologists conference, Kiel, September 2021); Forrest, ‘Medieval History and Anarchist
Studies’; and two recent conferences on global medieval Zomias held in Oxford in 2019 and 2020 [https://global.history.ox.ac.
uk/event/conference-medieval-zomiasstateless-spaces-global-middle-ages.]

29Victor Lieberman, ‘A Zone of Refuge in Southeast Asia? Reconceptualizing Interior Spaces’, Journal of Global History
5 (2010): 333–46; Michael Aung-Thwin, ‘A Non-State Approach’, Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde 167 (2011):
86–99.

30Scott, Art of Not Being Governed, 326.
31Scott, Art of Not Being Governed, 278–9.
32Karl A. Wittfogel, Oriental Despotism: A Comparative Study of Total Power (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1957).
33For example, archaeobotanical studies have demonstrated that non-state communities can sustain rice agriculture, while

states can take advantage of an array of non-rice crops to achieve their ends. See J. d’Alpoim Guedes et al., ‘Three Thousand
Years of Farming Strategies in Central Thailand’, Antiquity 94, no. 376 (2020): 966–82; C. C. Castillo et al., ‘The Khmer
Did Not Live by Rice Alone: Archaeobotanical Investigations at Angkor Wat and Ta Prohm’, Archaeological Research in Asia
24 (2020): 2352–67.
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Notwithstanding the differences of perspective among the various scholars cited above, the
historiography of Southeast Asian highlands reflects a shared assumption that mountains limit
and constrain social complexity. These scholars have occasionally acknowledged exceptional cases
of social complexity in the highlands, but they tend to dismiss each case as an isolated anomaly
that does not invalidate their overall generalizations. Such instances are considered ‘exceptions
that prove the rule’.34 But the evidence for social complexity in Southeast Asian highlands is too
coherent and too significant to be dismissed as anomalous.35 Ironically, given Scott’s adaptation of
Zomia as a term pertaining to the Southeast Asian massif, global framings inspired by his ideas
have rarely engaged with the latest scholarship on Southeast Asia. This is all the more remarkable
because the growing impact of Scott’s theories over the last decade has coincided with major
discoveries in the history and archaeology of Southeast Asian highlands.

New research has challenged our understanding of highland communities in Southeast Asia.
This article takes stock of recent empirical advances, in order to demonstrate how the highlands of
Southeast Asia did not restrict the communities that lived within them, but rather offered them
diverse opportunities and resources. We have chosen three case studies, broadly spanning the
medieval and early modern periods, located in Cambodia, Indonesia, and the Philippines (see
Table 1). Rather than seeking uniformity, we chose three very different examples of landscapes
and societies (see Figure 1). We deliberately selected sites outside the territory of Zomia as defined
by Scott, in order to test the broader applicability of his theories in highland Southeast Asia. We
specifically focus on discoveries that have emerged since the publication of The Art of Not Being
Governed in 2009, to demonstrate how Scott’s contributions can be nuanced and extended in the
face of new data. Analyzing these three case studies together allows us to explore the full range of
possible relationships between human communities and landscapes, thereby going beyond the
conventional stereotypes about highlands.

Kulen mountains, Cambodia
The Kulen mountains overlook the world-famous urban complex of Angkor in Cambodia.
This highland defies the stereotype of the stateless and nomadic mountains. Not only did the
Angkorian kingdom trace its origins to Kulen, but recent archaeological findings have shown that
this mountain landscape hosted some of the earliest Cambodian experiments in hydraulic
infrastructure and urban planning. These innovations in the highlands developed in tandem with
the urban infrastructure in the lowland areas bordering the Tonle Sap lake. Rather than being an
anarchic refuge from state power, therefore, the Kulen mountains are better thought of as an
incubator for early state formation and experimentation.

The city of Angkor was the capital of the Khmer empire between the eighth and fourteenth
centuries. It had the typical features that many people might imagine a premodern Southeast Asian

Table 1. Case studies of highlands presented in the article

Chronological Span Sites Sources

8th–14th century CE Kulen mountains (Cambodia) Archaeology, inscriptions
7th–17th century CE Dieng plateau and Merapi-Merbabu volcanoes

(Indonesia)
Archaeology, inscriptions, manuscripts

10th century CE–present day Ifugao highlands
(the Philippines)

Archaeology, anthropology

34Scott identifies several examples of highland state-building as such ‘exceptions that prove the rule’. Braudel deployed a
similar rhetorical tactic by describing the presence of civilization in the Alps and Pyrenees as ‘atypical’. Scott, Art of Not Being
Governed, 19, 218, 308; Braudel, Mediterranean World, 1: 33.

35Here and throughout the article we use the term ‘anomaly’ in the fullest sense of Thomas Kuhn’s meaning. Thomas Kuhn,
The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2012).
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city to have. Angkor was located on a flat agricultural plain and had a dense core of impressive stone
monuments, including the renowned Angkor Wat temple. Radiating out from this urban core were
canals, dams, and dispersed lower-density suburbs with fields. The full extent of the city has only
recently been revealed by aerial laser scanning, conducted by the Khmer Archaeology Lidar
Consortium and the Greater Angkor Project.36 The historic city of Angkor is now regarded as the
most extensive urban complex of the pre-industrial world, similar in geographic size to modern
greater Sydney or Los Angeles (see Figure 2). Angkor was a thirsty city, with over a thousand square
kilometres of water infrastructure.37 The city emerged from the creative and fluid engagement
between people, plants, and water.38 Water filled its massive dams and flowed through its canals,
which watered its fields and fed its population, powering the agricultural urban system.

This vast urban form was made possible by water flowing from the highland springs and
streams that cascade from the waterfalls of the Kulen mountains, located along the northern
horizon of the Angkorian plain. Today, the Kulen mountains are a long, green, shadowy ridge of
sandstone outcrops thirty kilometres north of central Angkor. They are carpeted by a combination
of natural jungle and forest agriculture, their thickly wooded escarpments rising swiftly in contrast
to the rice-paddies and palm trees of the surrounding plains. Though the archaeological city on

Figure 1. Map of highland areas presented in the article, created by the authors.

36D. Evans et al. ‘A Comprehensive Archaeological Map of the World’s Largest Preindustrial Settlement Complex at
Angkor, Cambodia’, Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America 104, no. 36 (2007),
14277–82; D. Evans et al. ‘Uncovering Archaeological Landscapes at Angkor Using Lidar’, Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences of the United States of America 110, no. 31 (2013): 12595–600.

37R. J. Fletcher et al., ‘Redefining Angkor: Structure and Environment in the Largest Low Density Urban Complex of the
Pre-industrial World’, Udaya Journal of Khmer Studies 4 (2003): 107–21; D. Penny et al., ‘Hydrological History of the West
Baray, Angkor: Revealed through Palynological Analysis of Sediments from the West Mebon’, Bulletin de l'École française
d’Extrême-Orient 92 (2005): 497–521.

38M. Leadbetter, ‘The Fluid City, Urbanism as Process’, World Archaeology 53, no. 1 (2022): 137–57.
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the plain seems to contrast sharply with the forested Kulen mountains, the two zones have for
centuries been enmeshed in a variety of close relationships.

Urbanism in the Angkorian plain and in the Kulen mountains developed in an interdependent
manner. Angkor’s first urban settlement developed next to the temple of Ak Yum at Bhavapura,
adjacent to the Tonle Sap lake (sixth–eighth century CE), around fifty kilometres southwest of
what would become Mahendraparvata in the Kulen mountains.39 During this time, work was
beginning on canals to connect up the rivers that flowed from the Kulen mountains to the Tonle
Sap lake. In the eighth century, construction work was being undertaken simultaneously at
Mahendraparvata in the mountains and downstream at Hariharalaya. From the ninth century
onwards, Central Angkor was built across the centre of the plain linking up the various settlements
and water courses across the region.

The Kulen mountains thus hosted one of the Khmer empire’s earliest cities, Mahendraparvata,
whose very name means ‘mountain of the great Indra’. This urban environment, now covered by
tropical forest, has recently been defined and mapped using aerial laser scanning (lidar).40

Mahendraparvata was a substantial city built atop the mountains with temples and water
management systems. Its urban pattern anticipated various features of the later metropolis of

Figure 2. Archaeological plan of the Ankgorian landscape, courtesy of Damian Evans.

39Christophe Pottier, ‘Nouvelles données sur les premières citeés angkoriennes’ [New data on the first Angkorian cities], in
Deux décennies de coopération archéologique franco-cambodgienne à Angkor, ed. Azedine Beschauoch, Franciscus Verellen,
and Michel Zink (Paris: Paris Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres, 2017), 43-79.

40See D. Penny et al., ‘The Environmental Impact of Cambodia’s Ancient City of Mahendraparvata (Phnom Kulen)’, PLOS
ONE 9, no. 1 (2014); J-B. Chevance et al., ‘Mahendraparvata: An Early Angkor-period Capital Defined through Airborne Laser
Scanning at Phnom Kulen’, Antiquity 93, no. 371 (2019): 1303.
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Angkor on the plain down to the south. Archaeologists have identified canals, dams of various
sizes including a large north-south baray (reservoir), shrines, temples, and domestic areas, all
predating the emergence of the Angkorian core in the plains. The planned construction was vast,
covering a larger area than all previous urban sites in the region. It was so ambitious that certain
monuments were not completed, and though grand in design, some of the monumental water
infrastructure may not have functioned as intended.41 The Kulen mountains were thus a place of
experimentation with new techniques and technologies for organizing people, water, material,
landscape, and state systems.

The Kulen mountains were central to the emergence of the Khmer empire, a fact that goes
against the prevailing view that mountains were peripheral and antithetical to lowland states and
civilizations. Several eleventh-century Cambodian inscriptions recount a narrative in which the
first king of the Angkorian kingdom, Jayavarman II, was established ‘in the royal city of
Mahendraparvata’ around the year 802 CE.42 The recent lidar scans, together with archaeological
surveys and excavations, indicate that this early Khmer capital may well have been located at the
Kulen site.43 The building of Mahendraparvata may have enabled the state to take control of the
headwaters of the catchment, and thus oversee all the water flowing down to the plain. As a result,
the developing state extended its influence across all the rivers flowing between the Kulen
mountains and the Khmer empire’s settlements at the edge of the Tonle Sap lake: Bhavapura and
the emerging settlement of Hariharalaya.

As shown in the annotated lidar maps below, the archaeological traces of the city are
distributed over 144 square kilometres with a denser central core of 48 square kilometres (see
Figures 3 and 4). Shown are clusters of mounds indicating neighbourhoods and the remains of
dwellings similar to those found at Angkor.44 Surveys and excavations of the area have discovered
ceramics from the eighth to ninth centuries CE. Visible are shrines and temples, including a major
complex called Rong Chen that resembles those of other Khmer cities. A likely early palace,
Banteay, mirrors those at Angkor.45 There are quarries and many kilometres of banks and ditches
along north-south and east-west axes. Furthermore, the scans reveal an array of hydraulic systems
(dams, canals, channels, ponds) that were in the process of being tested, developed, and
experimented with.46 A particular highlight is the baray, which is the very first fully enclosed
reservoir at grand scale in the Angkorian world, an archetype for the most distinctive and
impressive landscape engineering works of later centuries.

41Chevance et al., ‘Mahendraparvata’, 1316.
42The narrative of the foundation of the kingdom at the turn of the ninth century is now believed to be an expression of

historical traditions current in the eleventh century, rather than being directly based on primary source evidence from the
period of foundation itself. See Michael Vickery, ‘A Legend Concerning Jayavarman II’ (working paper presented at ‘EFEO’,
Paris, September 2004; since revised and available at http://michaelvickery.org/vickery2004legend.pdf); Chhany
Sak-Humphry with Philip N. Jenner, The Sdok Kak Thom Inscription (K. 235): With a Grammatical Analysis of the Old
Khmer Text (Phnom Penh: Buddhist Institute, 2005), 46; Arlo Griffiths, ‘The Problem of the Ancient Name “Java” and the Role of
Satyavarman in Southeast Asian International Relations Around the Turn of the Ninth Century CE’, Archipel 85 (2013): 45.

43Chevance et al., ‘Mahendraparvata’. A dissenting view is offered by Éric Bourdonneau, who argues that the highland site
of Koh Ker offers a more plausible location for the birthplace of the Khmer state. Koh Ker is in fact an equally strong case in
point to Kulen. Both sites illustrate the ways in which areas with high topographic relief were cradles of innovation and
complexity, which later fed back and became a central part of developments in the floodplains of central Angkor. See Éric
Bourdonneau. ‘Nouvelles recherches sur Koh Ker (Chok Gargyar). Jayavarman IV et la maîtrise des mondes’ [New research on
Koh Ker (Chok Gargyar). Jayavarman IV and the mastery of the worlds],Monuments et mémoires de la Fondation Eugène Piot
90 (2011): 95–141.

44See Chevance et al., ‘Mahendraparvata’; see also D. Evans, R. Fletcher, ‘The Landscape of Angkor Wat Redefined’,
Antiquity 89, no. 348 (2015), 1402–19; M. Stark et al., ‘Residential Patterning at Angkor Wat’, Antiquity 89, no. 348 (2015),
1439–55; D. Evans, ‘Airborne Laser Scanning as a Method for Exploring Long-term Socio-ecological Dynamics in Cambodia’,
Journal of Archaeological Science 74 (2016), 164–75.

45J-B. Chevance, ‘Banteay, palais royal de Mahendraparvata’ [Banteay, royal palace of Mahendraparvata], Aséanie 33
(2014): 279–330.

46See Chevance et al., ‘Mahendraparvata’, 1317.
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Most models of urban and state formation in Asia, including those that treat water control as a
central factor in the emergence of the state, envisage all urban and political transformation taking
place on the lowland plains.47 They rarely consider the possibility that highlands and mountains
played an important role in the early emergence of states and the development of urbanism.48

Such models have often regarded the later lowland city of Angkor as the apex form of the complex

Figure 3. Map showing archaeological features identified using lidar survey (aerial laser scanning) at Mahendraparvata,
Kulen mountains, courtesy of Damian Evans.

47See the discussion in Leadbetter, ‘The Fluid City, Urbanism as Process’, 146.
48Though there are many contemporary examples, this line of thinking has its roots in Karl Wittfogel’s work on the origins

of totalitarianism, which drew on Karl Marx’s ideas regarding the ‘Asiatic Mode of Production’; see Wittfogel, Oriental
Despotism; K. Marx, ‘The British Rule in India’, The New York Daily Tribune (June 25, 1853).
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hydraulic bureaucratic state. However, the society that later produced the Khmer empire was
apparently testing out urbanism, statecraft, and water management in their mountain city of
Mahendraparvata, long before the urban and political pattern of Angkor had fully crystallized on
the plains.

In addition to hosting one of the earliest cities of the Khmer empire, and functioning as the
source of water for the emerging Khmer capital of Angkor, the Kulen mountains were also the
location of quarrying and crafting activities.49 The largest ceramic production site in the region

Figure 4. Map showing detailed results of archaeological lidar survey (aerial laser scanning) of the southern sector of
Mahendraparvata, courtesy of Damian Evans.

49Evans, ‘Airborne Laser Scanning’.
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was located in the Kulen mountains.50 One reason for this may be that firing pottery required a
plentiful supply of timber that could be sourced from the mountain. Other industries were present
too, such as sandstone quarries in the southeast part of the Kulen mountains that provided stone
for the city of Angkor.51 Material, resources, and people moving between the Kulen mountains
and the Angkorian plain played an essential role in the emergence and growth of the city of
Angkor, as well as the production of state architecture and day-to-day domestic pottery. Rather
than being inimical or resistant to the civilization of the lowland state, therefore, the Kulen
mountain communities were vital to its flourishing.52 The Kulen mountains present a striking
example of a symbiosis between lowland and highland communities that led to recognisably state-
like features in the landscape and in the historical record. These collaborative state-building
activities were connected through temple networks and collective participation in water
management and irrigation, a phenomenon found elsewhere in Southeast Asia, such as in Bali.53

Volcanoes of central Java, Indonesia
Java is an island of volcanic mountains that run from east to west, with over 145 million people
living on landmass smaller than Great Britain or the South Island of New Zealand. Java is the
economic and political centre of Indonesia, the largest and most populous country in Southeast
Asia. Criss-crossing between its mountains are rivers and patchworks of valleys and plains.
The island has a rich archaeological record and a long tradition of history writing, but despite
this, it has largely fallen out of global history.54 As in other parts of the world, historians of Java
have focussed on the lowland states centred on royal courts, which are tied to monumental
architecture and the inscriptional record. For example, the famous temples of Borobudur and
Prambanan, located in central Java, are associated with the kingdom of Mataram (eighth–tenth
century CE). This emphasis on lowland states has resulted in a significant neglect of the history
of Java’s highland regions.55 This is a missed opportunity because the island’s volcanoes offer
archaeological, textual, and architectural evidence that attests to very diverse forms and processes
of social development and transformation (see Figure 5).

The Dieng plateau in central Java is a marshy volcanic caldera that rises more than two kilometres
above sea level. This sublime landscape, often misty from the clouds and volcanic gases, now

50See Roxanna M. Brown, The Ceramics of South-East Asia: Their Dating and Identification (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1988), 43; J. N. Miksic et al., ‘Archaeological Report on the Thnal Mrech Kiln Site (TMK 02): Anlong Thom, Phnom
Kulen, Cambodia’, Asia Research Institute Working Paper Series 126 (2009); T. S. Lim, ‘Southeast Asian Ceramics’, in
Encyclopedia of Global Archaeology, ed. C. Smith (New York: Springer, 2019), 6.

51See E. Uchida, I. Shimoda, ‘Quarries and Transportation Routes of Angkor Monument Sandstone Blocks’, Journal of
Archaeological Science 40, no. 2 (2013): 1158–64; E. Uchida et al., ‘The Sandstone Quarries of the Angkor Monuments in the
South-eastern Foothills of Kulen Mountain, Archaeological Discovery 8, no. 3 (2020): 207–27.

52Piphal Heng, ‘Landscape, Upland-lowland, Community, and Economy of the Mekong River (6th-8th Century CE): Case
Studies from the Pre-Angkorian centers of Thala Borivat and Sambor’, World Archaeology 53, no. 4 (2021): 643–66.

53See C. J. Grader, ‘The State Temples of Mengwi’, in Bali: Studies in Life, Thought, and Ritual, ed. J.L. Swellengrebel
(Dordrecht: Foris Publications, 1984), 155-86; David Stuart-Fox, Pura Besakih: Temple, Religion and Society in Bali (Leiden:
KITLV Press, 2002).

54Wayan Jarrah Sastrawan, The Precarious Past: Shaping History in Premodern Java (Berkeley: University of
California Press, forthcoming), 1–20.

55This neglect has begun to be redressed in the last decade, with emerging archaeological research on Javanese mountain
regions like Penanggunganmountain in East Java and the Dieng plateau in Central Java. In contrast to the relative lack of interest
from historians, Java’s mountains have long drawn the fascination of geographers and anthropologists, who occasionally engaged
with historical questions as well. See Hadi Sidomulyo, ‘New Archaeological Data from Mt Penanggungan, East Java’, in The
Creative South: Buddhist and Hindu Art in Mediaeval Maritime Asia, Vol. 2, edited by Andrea Acri and Peter Sharrock
(Singapore: ISEAS Publishing, 2022), 209–45; Mahirta Sasongko, Goh Geok Yian, Widya Nayati, and John Miksic, eds., Dieng
Temple Complex Excavation Report June 2010 (Singapore: NUS Epress, 2019), [https://epress.nus.edu.sg/sitereports/dieng];
Friedrich Junghuhn, Topographische und naturwissenschaftliche Reisen durch Java (Magdeburg: Emil Baensch, 1845); Robert W.
Hefner, Hindu Javanese: Tengger Tradition and Islam (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985).
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contains nine standing shrines with Hindu characteristics (see Figure 6). Though there has been
much debate over the precise chronology of the temples’ construction, they can be dated
approximately to the seventh or eighth century CE, thereby offering some of the earliest examples of
monumental religious architecture in Java.56 The temples at Dieng were first described by Europeans
in the early nineteenth century, when the area was being converted for agriculture. Thomas
Stamford Raffles, the Lieutenant-Governor of Java during the British interregnum of 1811–16,
claimed that the foundations of hundreds of temples, linked by a network of roads, could be
identified in the local area.57 The few surviving temples may represent a tiny proportion of the extent
of the original site; only two percent of what once existed, if Raffles’ estimate is accurate. These
temples exhibit ‘an amalgamation of architectural motifs found across south India at this time with
local stylistic elements which make them uniquely Javanese’.58 These buildings thus indicate a
precocious architectural tradition in highland Java that developed in dialogue with other Asian
cultures.

Recent archaeological excavations in the Dieng plateau have provided new evidence that the
area was linked to long-distance maritime networks of the late first millennium CE. Excavations
yielded a variety of Tang-dynasty Chinese ceramics, including the distinctive three-colour
Changsha ware that was found in abundance on a ninth-century shipwreck discovered off the

Figure 5. Composite satellite image rendered over a three dimensional landscape model of the volcanoes of central Java,
including peak altitudes, created by the authors.

56For a summary of this debate, see Julie Romain, ‘Indian Architecture in the “Sanskrit Cosmopolis”: The Temples of the
Dieng Plateau’, in Early Interactions Between South and Southeast Asia: Reflections on Cross-cultural Exchange, ed. Pierre-Yves
Manguin, A. Mani and Geoff Wade (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2011), 299–316.

57Thomas Stamford Raffles, History of Java, Vol. 2 (London, 1817), 32. See also Romain, ‘Temples of the Dieng Plateau’,
303.

58Romain, ‘Temples of the Dieng Plateau’, 300.
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coast of the nearby island of Belitung.59 Excavators also found a sherd of lustreware that most
likely originated from the Persian Gulf, which indicates that goods were travelling across the
Indian Ocean to reach the Dieng plateau at this time. According to the excavation report, the
‘proportion of foreign ceramics in [this] highland site far from the coastal ports or other
ceremonial sites : : : is surprisingly high’.60 Such a find is only surprising if one has a preconceived
notion that highland communities should be isolated and lack access to foreign goods. The
evidence instead shows that Dieng was very much a globally connected place.

Excavations revealed occupation of the Dieng plateau for many centuries, as well as the
existence of infrastructural links with lowland areas. Alongside the Chinese ceramics were found
earthenware utensils used for everyday and ritual purposes. Many of these utensils have
counterparts in modern Indonesian homes, such as water pouring and storage vessels, mortars for
grinding, stoves, frying pans, cooking pots, and storage jars. The presence of these objects at a wide
range of stratigraphic levels demonstrates that people were cooking and storing food on the Dieng
plateau, a pattern consistent with settled habitation, at least intermittently if not permanently.
These earthenware objects belong to the general repertoire of Javanese pottery types from the
seventh to tenth centuries, indicating that the region was closely linked to the communities of the
lowlands and the coast.61 These linkages are confirmed by several long premodern stone staircases,

Figure 6. Temples on the Dieng plateau, at an altitude of over two thousand metres (photo by Midori, Wikimedia
Commons).

59Natali Pearson, Belitung: The Afterlives of a Shipwreck (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2023).
60Sasongko et al., Dieng Temple Complex Excavation Report.
61Mundardjito, Ingrid H.E. Pojoh, and Wiwin Djuwita Ramelan, ‘Forgotten Small Things: Early Historic Earthenware of

Java (7th to 10th centuries)’, in Earthenware in Southeast Asia, ed. John Miksic (Singapore: Singapore University Press, 2003),
136–45.
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constructed along the northern and southern access routes to the plateau, each of which
numbered over a thousand steps when they were first described in the early nineteenth century.62

Far from being isolated from lowland state communities, the Dieng plateau was connected to
them through major infrastructure works designed to facilitate transport across steep gradients.
These staircases thus represent a concerted effort to reduce the ‘friction of terrain’ that Scott cites
as a major inhibiting factor for transport, which thereby limits the reach of states into the
highlands.63

The presence of written texts is often treated as a tell-tale sign of state presence and political
organization.64 Premodern inscriptions concerning the Dieng plateau challenge the assumption
that highland communities in Southeast Asia were non-literate societies that were isolated from
the state.65 Instead, they indicate that Dieng was intimately linked to the cosmopolitan culture and
agricultural system of the lowlands.66 The toponym ‘Ḍi Hyang’, an older form of ‘Dieng’,67 appears
in inscriptions issued between the mid-ninth to the early tenth century CE, both on the plateau
and elsewhere in Central Java.68 Several of these inscriptions acknowledge the authority of a
monarch or a high aristocrat of the Mataram kingdom, which is known to have been centred in
the plains around Yogyakarta. The oldest known inscription bearing a legible date is a stone stele
engraved in 854 CE, which records that a noble called Vīrāja bestowed an endowment of
agricultural land to a monastery.69 Religious institutions at Dieng were served by villages at lower-
altitude regions, as is shown in the Gunung Wule inscription (861 CE).70 The latest inscription at
Dieng was painted on a mountain crag in a beautiful ornamental script, bearing the year 1132 of
the Śaka era (equivalent to 1210 CE, see Figure 7), though the paint has now faded away.71

These written traces demonstrate that rather than evading or resisting the administrative
tendencies of the lowland state, therefore, the people of the Dieng plateau were actively involved in
them. As many of the Dieng inscriptions remain only partly deciphered and translated, they
represent a highly promising avenue for future research on highland–lowland relationships in
premodern Java.

62Raffles, History of Java, Vol. 2, 31.
63Scott, Art of Not Being Governed, 39–43.
64D. A. Mullins, H. Whitehouse, Q. D. Atkinson, ‘The role of writing and recordkeeping in the cultural evolution of human

cooperation’, Journal of Economic Behaviour and Organization 90 (2013): 141–51.
65See, for example, Scott, Art of Not Being Governed, 220–37.
66Several inscriptions from the ninth to thirteenth centuries have been found in the Dieng area, mostly during the

nineteenth century. For an inventory of pre-Islamic antiquities found in Dieng up to 1914, see N.J. Krom, ‘Inventaris der
Hindoe-oudheden op den grondslag van Dr. R. D. M. Verbeek’sOudheden van Java [Inventory of the Hindu antiquities on the
basis of Dr. R.D.M. Verbeek’s Antiquities of Java]’, Rapporten van den Oudheidkundige Dienst in Nederlandsch-Indië 1914
(Batavia: Albrecht & Co.,1915), 336–44.

67The meaning of ‘Ḍi Hyang’ is obscure, though the element hyang implies an association with deities or deified ancestors.
The association of mountains with ancestor worship is a well-known feature of Javanese culture throughout its recorded
history. See S. Supomo, ‘Lord of the Mountains in the Fourteenth Century Kakawin’, Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en
Volkenkunde 128, no. 2/3 (1972): 281–97; Peter Boomgaard, ‘The High Sanctuary: Local Perceptions of Mountains in
Indonesia, 1750-2000’, in Framing Indonesian Realities: Essays in Symbolic Anthropology in Honour of Reimar Schefold, ed.
Peter J.M. Nas, Gerard A. Persoon, and Rivke Jaffe (Leiden: KITLV Press, 2003), 295-313.

68Louis-Charles Damais, Répertoire onomastique de l’épigraphie javanaise [Onomastic index of Javanese epigraphy] (Paris:
EFEO, 1970), 331.

69L.-C. Damais, ‘Études d'épigraphie indonésienne: III. Liste des principales inscriptions datées de l’Indonésie’ [Studies in
Indonesian epigraphy: III. List of the principal dated inscriptions of Indonesia], Bulletin de L'École Française d’Extrême-Orient,
56 (1952): 30–1; Himansu Bhusan Sarkar, Corpus of the Inscriptions of Java (Corpus Inscriptionum Javanicarum) (up to 928
A.D.) (Calcutta: Mukhopadhyay, 1972), 127.

70Sarkar, Corpus, 163–4.
71This rock-crag inscription is not explicitly linked to any state. However, the ornamental script is strongly reminiscent of

the style used in the twelfth-century kingdom of Kediri in East Java, which is suggestive of ongoing connections between the
Dieng plateau and lowland areas over hundreds of kilometres; see Krom, ‘Inventaris’, 337.
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Written literature was far from alien to the highland Javanese. A hundred kilometres east of the
Dieng plateau are two large volcanoes, Mount Merapi and Mount Merbabu, which rise to an
altitude of three kilometres above the surrounding plains. These mountains have yielded a vast
array of manuscripts dating from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries CE, the most significant
group of which is a collection of palm-leaf texts that reportedly once belonged to a Javanese priest
called Windusana. This prolific collector, who lived in the late eighteenth century, is reputed to
have owned over a thousand manuscripts. The colonial Batavian Society of Arts and Sciences
acquired the Merapi-Merbabu manuscripts in 1852, of which approximately four hundred are
currently held in the National Library of Indonesia.72 The majority remain unstudied. Partly
because the manuscripts were regarded as peripheral mountain texts, and are not associated with
any well-known European collector, the surviving documents have become dispersed across the
National Library of Indonesia’s collection and through other collections across the world.73

The Merapi-Merbabu collection goes back to the mid-sixteenth century, which makes it
significantly older than other major collections of Javanese manuscripts.74 Despite their old age
and distinctive features, these mountain texts have until recent years received little scholarly

Figure 7. Painted inscription at Dieng, photographed by Isidore van Kinsbergen circa 1864.

72W. van der Molen and I. Kuntara Wiryamartana, ‘The Merapi-Merbabu Manuscripts. A Neglected Collection’, Bijdragen
tot de Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde 162 (2001): 51–64; A. Kurniawan, ‘Mencapai Keselamatan: Tinjauan awal pengaruh ilham
dalam skriptoria Merapi-Merbabu abad 16–18’ [Reaching salvation: preliminary observations on the influence of divine
inspiration in the Merapi-Merbabu scriptoria, 16th–18th century], Jurnal Sejarah 1 (2017): 3–5.

73Van der Molen and Wiryamartana, ‘Merapi-Merbabu Manuscripts’, 3.
74K. Setyawati, I. Kuntara Wiryamartana, andW. van der Molen, Katalog NaskahMerapi-Merabu (Yogyakarta: Universitas

Sanata Dharma, 2002), 236.
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attention compared to the later corpus of historical material that has survived in lowland areas.75

Many of the manuscripts in this collection use a unique variant of the Javanese calendar system.76

The materials are diverse in their subject matter, which includes history, religion, politics, poetry,
lexicography, and magic. They exhibit a variety of different languages and scripts associated with
Buddhism, Hinduism, and Islam. The majority of them use a writing system known today as
‘mountain script’ (aksara gunung) (see Figure 8). In addition to the Javanese language, both Sanskrit
and Arabic appear as scriptural languages among the Merapi-Merbabu manuscripts.77 Some
manuscripts show linguistic mixing, with the appearance of Arabic loanwords in Old Javanese
texts.78 The Merapi and Merbabu mountain communities thus belonged to a multi-lingual and
multi-religious milieu. The colophons of the manuscripts indicate that they circulated widely among
mountain communities throughout central Java. These scholars and scribes were engaged with the
world around them, including the court centres near modern-day Yogyakarta and Surakarta.

Mountain communities in Java, like those elsewhere in Southeast Asia, are often depicted by
scholars as resisting and rejecting the influence of lowland states. According to the conventional
view, high mountain slopes were not the kind of place where one would expect to find a thriving
textual tradition. This view also tends to regard lowland coastal port cities as being more
cosmopolitan and culturally diverse than mountain communities. The Merapi-Merbabu
manuscripts belie this stereotype, by showing that the central Javanese highlands were places
that embraced literacy and took an inclusive attitude towards cultural diversity and new trends.
Mountain communities of the early modern period are often imagined as holdouts of Hindu-
Buddhist religion and culture, against the spread of Islam out of the port cities of the island’s north
coast.79 The Merapi-Merbabu manuscripts show instead that their mountain scribes and owners
took an interest in both Islamic and non-Islamic materials, with no apparent religious tension.
Rather than being conservative and resistant to outside influence, the mountain communities of
Merapi and Merbabu exhibited openness to diversity and novelty. The distinctive features of these
manuscripts show that the people of Merapi and Merbabu did not shun or flee from lowland
civilization, but selectively absorbed novel cultural influences in creative ways.

Ifugao Highlands, the Philippines
We now turn from the Indonesian archipelago, along the southern margin of Southeast Asia, to
the Philippine islands in the northeast. The island of Luzon is located at the northern end of the
Philippines. Luzon is the demographic, economic, and political centre of the country, with the

Figure 8. Detail of a palm-leaf manuscript from the Merapi-Merbabu highland region, held as Malayo-Polynésian 165 in the
National Library of France.

75Van der Molen and Wiryamartana, ‘Merapi-Merbabu Manuscripts’, 51.
76Van der Molen and Wiryamartana, ‘Merapi-Merbabu Manuscripts’, 55–8; Abimardha Kurniawan, ‘Ada aksara di antara

angka dan bulatan itu: Sakala dihyang dan upaya penafsirannya’ [There are letters among those numbers and circles: Sakala
dihyang and efforts to interpret them], Jumantara: Jurnal Manuskrip Nusantara 12 (2021): 143–62.

77Setyawati, Wiryamartana and van der Molen, Katalog Naskah Merapi-Merabu, 1–2.
78Kurniawan, ‘Mencapai Keselamatan’, 8.
79For a recent example of this common view, see Reid, A History of Southeast Asia, 118.
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capital city of Manila at the centre of the island. The northern part of Luzon is rich in archaeological
finds and cultural heritage, including the recently discovered hominin Homo luzonensis, and two
UNESCOWorld Heritage Sites: the Spanish colonial town of Vigan and the Ifugao Rice Terraces in
the highlands. Running from the northern tip of Luzon is an expansive mountainous region known
as the Philippine Cordillera, the biggest and largest mountain chain in the Philippines. The
Cordillera stretches 320 kilometres north to south and over one hundred kilometres east to west, and
it is one of the most ethnically and linguistically diverse parts of the Philippines.

High up in the Cordillera are the rice terraces of the Ifugao people (see Figure 9). The Ifugao
rice terraces are one of the most visually impressive heritage landscapes in Southeast Asia. But
early scholarship and popular depictions of the Ifugao have treated them in a racist manner, as a
window into a lost primitive society, a symbolic caricature of the Philippines’ prehistory. The
Ifugao were regarded as a highland community utterly separate from the outside world, and were
often framed by American anthropologists and archaeologists as practicing an unchanging and
static culture.80 Their historical practices of tattooing, weaving, and headhunting were often
highlighted.81 The Ifugao are often mentioned among examples of what Southeast Asian highland
communities ‘should be like’, and they were frequently cited by Scott as a canonical example of
upland peoples evading the reach of lowland state oppression. For example, he repeatedly used
ethnographies and histories of the Ifugao to substantiate theoretical arguments for which he
lacked examples in mainland Southeast Asia.82 Images of the Ifugao highlands even appear on the
front cover of Indian and other Asian editions of The Art of Not Being Governed.83

The last decade of archaeological research, led by the Ifugao Archaeology Project, presents the
Ifugao in a very different light. The findings indicate the presence of a non-state society, engaged

Figure 9. Map and photograph of the Ifugao rice terraces, courtesy of Stephen Acabado.

80Roy Franklin Barton, Ifugao Law (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1919); Henry Otley Beyer, ‘The Origins and
History of the Philippine Rice Terraces’, Proceedings of the Eighth Pacific Science Congress 1953 (Quezon City: University of
Philippines Press, 1955), 397-98. This historiography has come under scrutiny in recent years; see Stephen Acabado, ‘Defining
Ifugao Social Organization: “House”, Field, and Self-Organizing Principles in the Northern Philippines’, Asian Perspectives 52,
no. 2 (2013), 161–89.

81For historical context and critique, see Renato Rosaldo, Ilongot Headhunting, 1883–1974: A Study in Society and History
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1980).

82Scott, Art of Not Being Governed, 64, 136, 192, and 279.
83James C. Scott, Art of Not Being Governed (New Delhi: Orient Blackswan, 2010).
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in sedentary agriculture and rice irrigation on a truly monumental scale, which involved sculpting
valleys and mountainsides over many tens of kilometres. They represent a vast amount of
planning, specialized knowledge, labour organization, and large-scale alignment of economic
behaviour.84 These monumental terraces were constructed by the Ifugao people’s ancestors and, as a
living tradition, they continue to be built and maintained in the present day. The terraces constitute
landscape engineering on an immense scale, eclipsed only by colossal modern infrastructure projects
such as the Three Gorges Dam in China or the Panama Canal. These terraces were previously
thought to have been built over thousands of years, but the Ifugao Archaeology Project has revealed
that the terraces switched to irrigated rice and underwent major intensification, extensification, and
upscaling in the period following the Spanish invasion of the Philippines in 1565. Spanish domination
of the lowland communities in Luzon is now thought to have resulted in refugees from these zones
relocating into highland communities such as that of the Ifugao. The Ifugao absorbed these
communities of refugees and scaled up their agricultural system to an enormous size. This provided
more food and enabled them to resist Spanish colonial forces for most of the colonial period.85

The terraces, villages, and swidden fields fill many tens of kilometres of mountain slopes across
north-central Luzon. Here the terraces cover an area of about sixty square kilometres in aerial
extent. However, given the extremely steep nature of the landscape, the actual surface area covered
by terraces is significantly larger. The altitude of the terraces varies, beginning at six hundred
metres above sea level and rising up to an elevation of 1,500 metres above sea level.86 In more
recent times, the population density of the terraced region was roughly three hundred people per
square kilometre, a similar settlement density to the modern agglomerations of Canberra in
Australia, Nay Pyi Taw in Myanmar, or Milton Keynes in the United Kingdom. The focus of the
terraces are villages and hamlets which range in size from forty to one hundred households.87

Most villages are located in a line of sight of nearby villages situated up and down the valley. One
square kilometre may contain up to forty villages and hamlets of varying sizes. Fields and terraces
are built on top of the landscape using many complicated layers of stones and gravel, as well as
mud and soil of different viscosities.88 The fields are used to grow rice and a variety of other crops
such as sweet potato outside of the rice season. Amphibians and fish also populate the terraces, in
turn controlling pests and providing additional protein.89 The fields and terraces are faced with
stone. Wide terraced fields at the bottom of the valleys rise up the hillsides, turning into narrow
and steeply terraced field strips at higher altitudes. Areas that are too steep to terrace are used for
agroforestry and woodlots. Mountain summits remain forested to mitigate erosion and maintain
the health of ground water. Often fierce rocky mountain streams twist along the valley floor,
joined by irrigation streams that flow from the mountaintops down through the terraces (see
Figure 10).

The Ifugao Archaeology Project has uncovered many important physical clues to the history
of this mountainous landscape and its people.90 Excavations conducted at the village of Old

84A similar example of large-scale coordination of terraced and irrigated rice-farming is found in the subak system of Bali in
Indonesia; see J. Stephen Lansing, Priests and Programmers, Technologies of Power in the Engineered Landscape of Bali
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007).

85Stephen Acabado, ‘The Archaeology of Pericolonialism: Responses of the “Unconquered” to Spanish Conquest and
Colonialism in Ifugao, Philippines’, International Journal of Historical Archaeology 21 (2017): 1–26.

86Harold S. Conklin, Ethnographic Atlas of Ifugao, A Study of Environment, Culture, and Society in Northern Luzon
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1980), especially 45; Stephen Acabado, ‘The Archaeology of the Ifugao Agricultural
Terraces: Antiquity and Social Organization’ (Ph.D. diss., University of Hawaii, 2010), 39.

87Conklin, Ethnographic Atlas of the Ifugao, 45.
88Ibid.
89Ibid.; P. Ramsey, ‘Rice-Fish Practices in Ifugao Province, Philippines’, ICLARM 6 (1983): 8.
90Acabado, ‘The Archaeology of the Ifugao Agricultural Terraces’, 164; Megan Moran, ‘Nutritional Ecology in Old

Kiyyangan Village: Ifugao Food Resources before and after Lowland Spanish Colonization’, Philippine Quarterly of Culture
and Society 43, no. 3 & 4 (2015): 322–38; M. Eusebio et al., ‘Rice Pots or Not? Exploring Ancient Ifugao Foodways through
Organic Residue Analysis and Paleoethnobotany’, National Museum Journal of Cultural Heritage 1, no. 1 (2015): 11–20; and
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Kiyyangan between 2012 and 2015 uncovered stone-lined irrigation channels, as well as domestic
household debris dating back to 1050 CE.91 This debris included earthenware pottery shards,
some of which came from cooking pots. Analysis of the potsherds revealed that, prior to 1300 CE,
the community mostly consumed starchy crops including taro, yam, and breadfruit.92 These were

Figure 10. Ifugao terrace landscape organisation, courtesy of Stephen Acabado.

also S. B. Acabado et al., ‘The Short History of the Ifugao Rice Terraces: A Local Response to the Spanish Conquest’, Journal of
Field Archaeology 44, no. 3 (2019): 195–214.

91S. B. Acabado, M. Martin, A. Lauer, ‘The Ifugao Archaeological Project’, Backdirt: Annual Review of the Cotsen Institute of
Archaeology at UCLA (2015): 54–61, 58.

92M. Eusebio et al., ‘Rice Pots or Not?’, 17.
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likely grown in much smaller scale terraces.93 Animal bones have also been found, consisting
mostly of deer and pig.94 Evidence of rice cultivation at the site coincides both with an expansion
of the village community and the earliest years of Spanish colonization in the middle of the
sixteenth century.95 This has led archaeologists to hypothesize that the adoption of rice farming
may have involved the adaptation and intensification of lowland technologies to the highland
conditions of Ifugao. These agricultural innovations allowed the highland communities to
successfully resist Spanish colonization for longer than their lowland counterparts, all the while
developing the kind of wet-rice agriculture that Scott has claimed to be especially characteristic of
lowland state societies.96

The Ifugao terraces constitute social collaboration, labour organization, and economic
synchronization on a colossal scale, producing one of the most monumentally engineered
landscapes in the pre-industrial world. The Ifugao communities would not generally be
considered a state, and they do not have a tradition of monarchical bureaucracy as found in
lowland Southeast Asia. However, these communities were able to cooperate and coordinate
activity to maintain a high degree of independence throughout the Spanish colonial period, while
most lowland polities in Luzon, many of them monarchical, were subjugated.

At first glance, the Ifugao case might seem to support Scott’s basic intuition, for there were
indeed state-resisting communities in the highlands of the Philippines. But the problem in Scott’s
argument is the agro-ecological mechanic that he proposed as underpinning this resistance to the
state. According to this mechanic, particular kinds of agriculture determine the types of social
system that can emerge in a given historical context. Irrigated rice farming is considered the
prerogative of states and is generally associated with the plains, while other crops like taro, sweet
potato, as well as non-irrigated (‘dry’) rice cultivation, are considered far less susceptible to
bureaucratic control and appropriation by the state.

The Ifugao are an important example of a community that successfully resisted being
subjugated by the colonial state, but they did so with a totally different political economy than
Scott envisaged. Intensive irrigated rice agriculture was not merely compatible with the Ifugao’s
ability to resist colonialism; it may have actually strengthened that resistance. The weakness of
Scott’s model here stems from its assumption of a Braudelian highland uniformly opposed to
social complexity, coupled with an agro-ecological determinism that takes for granted that certain
types of agriculture (like irrigated rice farming) necessitate certain kinds of governance (like
bureaucratic states).97 We now know that irrigated rice agriculture is not necessarily a state
prerogative, but can support communities in their resistance to state encroachment. With growing
global interest in egalitarian social organization, an important question for future research is
whether such state-resisting societies may be far more common and arise more easily through a
wider range of mechanics than Scott proposed.98

Neither Braudel nor Scott’s notions of what highland communities are ‘meant to be like’ can
account for the archaeological record in the Philippine Cordilleras. The Ifugao highlands were not
anarchic-egalitarian utopias, as Scott envisaged, nor were they static, isolated, and unchanging
societies devoid of social organization and transformation, as Braudel might have imagined. The
absence of state structures in these highlands did not stifle or restrict economic development.

93Ibid., 17.
94C. P. Ledesma, N. Amano, S. B. Acabado, ‘Faunal Remains from the Old Kiyyangan Village’, National Museum Journal of

Cultural Heritage 1, no. 1 (2015): 21–9.
95S. B. Acabado, M. Martin, A. Lauer ‘The Ifugao Archaeological Project’, 57–8.
96Acabado, ‘The Archaeology of Pericolonialism’.
97See discussion throughout Scott, Art of Not Being Governed, especially 187–207. Similar views are found in much of the

secondary historical literature referred to by Scott.
98See for example A. Green, ‘Killing the Priest-King: Addressing Egalitarianism in the Indus Civilization’, Journal of

Archaeological Research 29 (2021): 153–202; David Graeber and David Wengrow, The Dawn of Everything (London: Allen
Lane, 2021).
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These were intensive agricultural communities, with a history of adaptation, invention, social
cooperation, and synchronization of economic behaviour on a huge scale. The Ifugao highlands
are a place where an extensively connected community were experimenting, re-imagining, and re-
engineering their landscape and social possibilities, in ways that go beyond both Scott’s
description of flight and dispersal and Braudel’s view that civilization cannot climb mountains.
Here in the Ifugao highlands, archaeology is revealing a pattern of resistance to Spanish colonizers,
followed by or simultaneous with social coordination and agricultural intensification and
extensification on a giant scale. This landscape occurs not on the coast or in a river delta, built by
communities that engaged with South Asian ritual and religion, held together by the charisma of a
great monarch, but in the stateless highlands of the Ifugao people.

Conclusion
Historians, archaeologists, and researchers in many other disciplines have long viewed mountains
and highlands merely as a foil to the lowlands. This is a common thread that links scholars of
different ideological and disciplinary persuasions. For Braudel, mountains were a vertical barrier
to the great waves of civilization. He saw urban and sedentary life as characteristic of the lowlands,
as a result of which the highlands were excluded from the achievements of civilization. For Scott,
mountains were places of sanctuary from state domination and were home to egalitarian, non-
coercive forms of social organization. Rather than condemning the highlands as backward, Scott
celebrated their autonomy and separation from lowland state control. However, underlying the
difference of perspective between Braudel and Scott is the same basic premise: that highland
environments limit and constrain social complexity, and hence are inhospitable to characteristics
often identified with civilization and state structures.

To claim that one causal process generated a particular historical outcome may be regarded as a
misfortune; to assume the same for diverse outcomes looks like carelessness. When trying to
understand mountains, Braudel and Scott attributed their phenomena of interest to one causal
mechanic, a single fundamental process. In each of the case studies we have described, there are any
number of underlying mechanics and interactions at play. We have shown that Southeast Asian
highlands possessed various combinations of the five features that highlands are conventionally
supposed to lack: urbanism, state societies, irrigated agriculture, cosmopolitan culture, and long-
range connectivity. These played a part in the diverse outcomes evident in the historical and
archaeological record. The Kulen mountains were intimately connected to the early Khmer state,
providing a setting for early experiments in urban planning, water management, and ultimately an
indispensable resource base for the monumental city of Angkor. They may also have provided early
defensive advantages for the Khmer state that would later conquer and incorporate large parts of
mainland Southeast Asia. In Java, highland communities interacted with a wider world through
various kinds of spiritual, symbolic, and material exchanges. These communities engaged deeply
with the scriptural traditions of Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam, and they were key carriers of
Javanese knowledge. On the Dieng plateau and in the Merapi andMerbabu mountains, the Javanese
gathered texts and ceramics from as far afield as China, India, and the Middle East. The Ifugao
highlands present yet another picture. They provided a place of safety from subjugation by Spanish
colonization, but also a location for monumental re-engineering of the landscape for rice agriculture.
A sophisticated project of agricultural engineering developed there, which supported a productive
irrigated rice economy, a substantial population, and a thriving culture.

Many scholars have focussed on what mountains mean in relation to lowlands and have
categorized the relationship in the same deterministic way. We suggest that, just as highland
communities are varied, so too are their relationships with the lowlands. In fact, none of the
highlands discussed here have the same kind of relationship with their neighbouring lowlands. In
some cases, the mountains are the incubator of innovation and invention, while the lowlands are
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racing to catch up. In others, mountains are the preservers of historical textual sources and provide
knowledge about early state activity. Just as there are many kinds of archaeological outcomes in the
mountains, so too are there many causes for diversity, some that we know and perhaps many that we
are yet to identify. Societies with mountains and highlands have a range of possibilities open to them
that may not be present in the lowlands. Mountains and highlands are not developmental dead ends,
nor cartographic cages that lock their societies into a single historical path.

Mountains and highlands present unique kinds of challenges to the people who live with them.
The ways in which these people persist, overcome, and find ways to live with the challenges of
mountains helps to explain the dramatic diversity we find in the highlands. Landscape and ecology
sculpt and shape strategies for living, but they do not determine the diversity of form.99 The
process of people finding ways to live and flourish with mountains and highlands involves close
engagement and experimentation with landscape.100 It is this correspondence of people with
mountains that enables the creativity, transformation, and diversity that we observe empirically.101

We propose the phrasing ‘people with highlands’ in place of ‘people in highlands’ to articulate the
mutuality and reciprocity of the relationship between societies and the landscapes they interact
with. This shift of perspective allows us to see mountains and highlands as open and creative
spaces bubbling with historical and archaeological potential, not to be pigeonholed and dismissed
as one generic sort of place. People with highlands can transform their societies in any number of
diverse ways and at many different scales of action, which cannot be reduced to a deterministic
relation between environment and social organization. This is important and exciting as it means
that we do not yet know all the things that people and mountains can do together.102

We chose three examples of highland sites in this article. But there are many more we could
have examined, and each would have given a different picture of the diversity of communities
living with highlands and mountains. The arguments presented here have implications for
histories of all kinds of landscapes around the world. The traditional neglect of highlands by
scholars means that there are likely to be many more major discoveries and surprises waiting in
these regions. In Southeast Asia, well-known examples of highland regions include the Tana
Toraja in Sulawesi, the volcanoes of Bali, the highlands of western and eastern Java, Sapa in
Vietnam, Chiang Mai in Thailand, the Barisan mountain range of Sumatra, and Mount Popa in
Myanmar. Around the world, there are many other sites and regions that could yield interesting
future comparisons. These sorts of considerations are relevant wherever large communities of
people are present, living, and collaborating in highland environments, such as in the Himalayas,
Central Asia, Ethiopia, the Middle East, Mexico, the Andes, and the European Alps (see
Figure 11).103

99Lambros Malafouris, Chris Gosden, and Amy Bogaard, ‘Process Archaeology’,World Archaeology 53, no. 1 (2022): 1–14.
100We specifically mean Whitehead’s notion of process as a generative and transformative force; see Alfred North

Whitehead, Process and Reality (New York: Free Press, 1985). For thinking though the close engagement between people and
other elements of the natural world, we are drawing on ethnobotany and anthropology: Robin Wall Kimmerer, Braiding
Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge and the Teachings of Plants (Minneapolis: Milkweed Publishing, 2013);
Anna Tsing, The Mushroom at the End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist Ruins (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2015).

101Here we are thinking with Tim Ingold’s notion of ‘correspondence’; see Tim Ingold, Correspondence (Cambridge: Polity
Press, 2021), 197–222; Tim Ingold, Imagining for Real: Essays on Creation, Attention and Correspondence (Abingdon:
Routledge, 2022) 347–63.

102We are developing this notion from Spinoza’s proposition, and Deleuze and Guattari’s elaboration, that we do not yet
know all the things that a body can do or become. Following this line, we are interested in what things people with mountains
can do and become, which provides a meaningful way for thinking about transformation. See Baruch Spinoza, Spinoza
Complete Works (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 2002), 279; Gilles Deleuze, Expressionism in Philosophy: Spinoza (New
York: Zone Books, 1990), 226; and Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia
(London: Bloomsbury, 2018), 299.

103See for example in the Andes: Pablo Cruz et al., ‘When the Past Lives in the Present’; Pablo Cruz et al., ‘Pre-hispanic
Agricultural Dynamics’.
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Previous scholarship has presented each of these Southeast Asian examples as an anomaly, a
supposed exception that proves the rule that highlands are places of limitation and constraint. But
when taken together, these anomalies present an altogether different image of highland Southeast
Asia. Rather than a homogeneous negative image of the lowlands or a uniform Zomia region,
mountains supported a great diversity of rich, connected, experimental, and collaborative
societies. The highlands were not all one sort of place, deterministically fated by their high altitude
to be separate to the lowlands. Their societies were not, as Scott argued, ‘the inescapable “dark
twin” of state-making projects in the valleys’.104 Instead, they were places of opportunity,
creativity, and growth. The highlands are not a world apart, but they were and continue to be a
diverse and integral part of the world.

Do mountains kill states? Or to put it more precisely: can people with mountains kill states? To
be sure, people with mountains can resist states, and can do so in many more ways than scholars
have yet imagined. But this is only part of the story, because people with highlands and mountains
can also create and consolidate states that are just as robust as those of the lowlands. They can
preserve material and textual traces of states, and they can create forms of social organization that
we do not yet have an analytical terminology for. By returning to the empirical field of Zomia, the
highlands and mountains of Southeast Asia, we discover how recent historical and archaeological
evidence reveals the dramatic possibilities of diversity and transformation for people with
highlands.
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