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Introduction

This book grew out of an intellectual detour that became so gripping
that I decided to abandon my original itinerary altogether. After I had
made what appeared to be an ill-considered turn, the surprising new
scenery and the sense that I was headed for a more satisfying destina-
tion persuaded me to change my plans. The new itinerary, I think, has
a logic of its own. It might even have been a more elegant trip had I
possessed the wit to conceive of it at the outset. What does seem clear
to me is that the detour, although along roads that were bumpier and
more circuitous than I had foreseen, has led to a more substantial
place. It goes without saying that the reader might have found a more
experienced guide, but the itinerary is so peculiarly off the beaten
track that, if you're headed this way, you have to settle for whatever
local tracker you can find.

A word about the road not taken. Originally, I set out to understand
why the state has always seemed to be the enemy of “people who move
around,” to put it crudely. In the context of Southeast Asia, this prom-
ised to be a fruitful way of addressing the perennial tensions between
mobile, slash-and-burn hill peoples on one hand and wet-rice, valley
kingdoms on the other. The question, however, transcended regional
geography. Nomads and pastoralists (such as Berbers and Bedouins),
hunter-gatherers, Gypsies, vagrants, homeless people, itinerants, run-
away slaves, and serfs have always been a thorn in the side of states.
Efforts to permanently settle these mobile peoples (sedentarization)
seemed to be a perennial state project—perennial, in part, because it
so seldom succeeded.
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The more I examined these efforts at sedentarization, the more I
came to see them as a state’s attempt to make a society legible, to ar-
range the population in ways that simplified the classic state functions
of taxation, conscription, and prevention of rebellion. Having begun to
think in these terms, I began to see legibility as a central problem in
statecraft. The premodern state was, in many crucial respects, par-
tially blind; it knew precious little about its subjects, their wealth, their
landholdings and yields, their location, their very identity. It lacked
anything like a detailed “map” of its terrain and its people. It lacked,
for the most part, a measure, a metric, that would allow it to “trans-
late” what it knew into a common standard necessary for a synoptic
view. As a result, its interventions were often crude and self-defeating.

It is at this point that the detour began. How did the state gradually
get a handle on its subjects and their environment? Suddenly, processes
as disparate as the creation of permanent last names, the standardiza-
tion of weights and measures, the establishment of cadastral surveys
and population registers, the invention of freehold tenure, the standard-
ization of language and legal discourse, the design of cities, and the or-
ganization of transportation seemed comprehensible as attempts at leg-
ibility and simplification. In each case, officials took exceptionally
complex, illegible, and local social practices, such as land tenure cus-
toms or naming customs, and created a standard grid whereby it could
be centrally recorded and monitored.

The organization of the natural world was no exception. Agricul-
ture is, after all, a radical reorganization and simplification of flora to
suit man’s goals. Whatever their other purposes, the designs of sci-
entific forestry and agriculture and the layouts of plantations, collec-
tive farms, ujamaa villages, and strategic hamlets all seemed calcu-
lated to make the terrain, its products, and its workforce more legible
—and hence manipulable —from above and from the center.

A homely analogy from beekeeping may be helpful here. In pre-
modern times the gathering of honey was a difficult affair. Even if bees
were housed in straw hives, harvesting the honey usually meant driv-
ing off the bees and often destroying the colony. The arrangement of
brood chambers and honey cells followed complex patterns that varied
from hive to hive—patterns that did not allow for neat extractions. The
modern beehive, in contrast, is designed to solve the beekeeper’s prob-
lem. With a device called a “queen excluder,” it separates the brood
chambers below from the honey supplies above, preventing the queen
from laying eggs above a certain level. Furthermore, the wax cells are
arranged neatly in vertical frames, nine or ten to a box, which enable
the easy extraction of honey, wax, and propolis. Extraction is made
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possible by observing “bee space”—the precise distance between the
frames that the bees will leave open as passages rather than bridging
the frames by building intervening honeycomb. From the beekeeper’s
point of view, the modern hive is an orderly, “legible” hive allowing the
beekeeper to inspect the condition of the colony and the queen, judge
its honey production (by weight), enlarge or contract the size of the
hive by standard units, move it to a new location, and, above all, ex-
tract just enough honey (in temperate climates) to ensure that the
colony will overwinter successfully.

I do not wish to push the analogy further than it will go, but much
of early modern European statecraft seemed similarly devoted to ra-
tionalizing and standardizing what was a social hieroglyph into a leg-
ible and administratively more convenient format. The social sim-
plifications thus introduced not only permitted a more finely tuned
system of taxation and conscription but also greatly enhanced state ca-
pacity. They made possible quite discriminating interventions of every
kind, such as public-health measures, political surveillance, and relief
for the poor.

These state simplifications, the basic givens of modern statecraft,
were, I began to realize, rather like abridged maps. They did not suc-
cessfully represent the actual activity of the society they depicted, nor
were they intended to; they represented only that slice of it that inter-
ested the official observer. They were, moreover, not just maps. Rather,
they were maps that, when allied with state power, would enable much
of the reality they depicted to be remade. Thus a state cadastral map
created to designate taxable property-holders does not merely describe
a system of land tenure; it creates such a system through its ability to
give its categories the force of law. Much of the first chapter is in-
tended to convey how thoroughly society and the environment have
been refashioned by state maps of legibility.

This view of early modern statecraft is not particularly original.
Suitably modified, however, it can provide a distinctive optic through
which a number of huge development fiascoes in poorer Third World
nations and Eastern Europe can be usefully viewed.

But “fiasco” is too lighthearted a word for the disasters I have in
mind. The Great Leap Forward in China, collectivization in Russia,
and compulsory villagization in Tanzania, Mozambique, and Ethiopia
are among the great human tragedies of the twentieth century, in
terms of both lives lost and lives irretrievably disrupted. At a less dra-
matic but far more common level, the history of Third World develop-
ment is littered with the debris of huge agricultural schemes and new
cities (think of Brasilia or Chandigarh) that have failed their residents.
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It is not so difficult, alas, to understand why so many human lives have
been destroyed by mobilized violence between ethnic groups, religious
sects, or linguistic communities. But it is harder to grasp why so many
well-intended schemes to improve the human condition have gone so
tragically awry. I aim, in what follows, to provide a convincing account
of the logic behind the failure of some of the great utopian social engi-
neering schemes of the twentieth century.

I shall argue that the most tragic episodes of state-initiated social
engineering originate in a pernicious combination of four elements.
All four are necessary for a full-fledged disaster. The first element is the
administrative ordering of nature and society—the transformative
state simplifications described above. By themselves, they are the un-
remarkable tools of modern statecraft; they are as vital to the mainte-
nance of our welfare and freedom as they are to the designs of a
would-be modern despot. They undergird the concept of citizenship
and the provision of social welfare just as they might undergird a pol-
icy of rounding up undesirable minorities.

The second element is what I call a high-modernist ideology. It is
best conceived as a strong, one might even say muscle-bound, version
of the self-confidence about scientific and technical progress, the expan-
sion of production, the growing satisfaction of human needs, the mas-
tery of nature (including human nature), and, above all, the rational
design of social order commensurate with the scientific understanding
of natural laws. It originated, of course, in the West, as a by-product of
unprecedented progress in science and industry.

High modernism must not be confused with scientific practice. It
was fundamentally, as the term “ideology” implies, a faith that bor-
rowed, as it were, the legitimacy of science and technology. It was, ac-
cordingly, uncritical, unskeptical, and thus unscientifically optimistic
about the possibilities for the comprehensive planning of human set-
tlement and production. The carriers of high modernism tended to see
rational order in remarkably visual aesthetic terms. For them, an ef-
ficient, rationally organized city, village, or farm was a city that looked
regimented and orderly in a geometrical sense. The carriers of high
modernism, once their plans miscarried or were thwarted, tended to
retreat to what I call miniaturization: the creation of a more easily
controlled micro-order in model cities, model villages, and model
farms.

High modernism was about “interests” as well as faith. Its carriers,
even when they were capitalist entrepreneurs, required state action to
realize their plans. In most cases, they were powerful officials and
heads of state. They tended to prefer certain forms of planning and so-
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cial organization (such as huge dams, centralized communication and
transportation hubs, large factories and farms, and grid cities), be-
cause these forms fit snugly into a high-modernist view and also an-
swered their political interests as state officials. There was, to put it
mildly, an elective affinity between high modernism and the interests
of many state officials.

Like any ideology, high modernism had a particular temporal and
social context. The feats of national economic mobilization of the belli-
gerents (especially Germany) in World War I seem to mark its high tide.
Not surprisingly, its most fertile social soil was to be found among plan-
ners, engineers, architects, scientists, and technicians whose skills and
status it celebrated as the designers of the new order. High-modernist
faith was no respecter of traditional political boundaries; it could be
found across the political spectrum from left to right but particularly
among those who wanted to use state power to bring about huge,
utopian changes in people’s work habits, living patterns, moral con-
duct, and worldview. Nor was this utopian vision dangerous in and of
itself. Where it animated plans in liberal parliamentary societies and
where the planners therefore had to negotiate with organized citizens,
it could spur reform.

Only when these first two elements are joined to a third does the
combination become potentially lethal. The third element is an au-
thoritarian state that is willing and able to use the full weight of its co-
ercive power to bring these high-modernist designs into being. The
most fertile soil for this element has typically been times of war, revo-
lution, depression, and struggle for national liberation. In such situa-
tions, emergency conditions foster the seizure of emergency powers
and frequently delegitimize the previous regime. They also tend to give
rise to elites who repudiate the past and who have revolutionary de-
signs for their people.

A fourth element is closely linked to the third: a prostrate civil so-
ciety that lacks the capacity to resist these plans. War, revolution, and
economic collapse often radically weaken civil society as well as make
the populace more receptive to a new dispensation. Late colonial rule,
with its social engineering aspirations and ability to run roughshod
over popular opposition, occasionally met this last condition.

In sum, the legibility of a society provides the capacity for large-
scale social engineering, high-modernist ideology provides the desire,
the authoritarian state provides the determination to act on that de-
sire, and an incapacitated civil society provides the leveled social ter-
rain on which to build.

I have not yet explained, the reader will have noted, why such high-
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modernist plans, backed by authoritarian power, actually failed. Ac-
counting for their failure is my second purpose here.

Designed or planned social order is necessarily schematic; it al-
ways ignores essential features of any real, functioning social order.
This truth is best illustrated in a work-to-rule strike, which turns on the
fact that any production process depends on a host of informal prac-
tices and improvisations that could never be codified. By merely fol-
lowing the rules meticulously, the workforce can virtually halt produc-
tion. In the same fashion, the simplified rules animating plans for, say,
a city, a village, or a collective farm were inadequate as a set of in-
structions for creating a functioning social order. The formal scheme
was parasitic on informal processes that, alone, it could not create or
maintain. To the degree that the formal scheme made no allowance for
these processes or actually suppressed them, it failed both its intended
beneficiaries and ultimately its designers as well.

Much of this book can be read as a case against the imperialism of
high-modernist, planned social order. I stress the word “imperialism”
here because I am emphatically not making a blanket case against ei-
ther bureaucratic planning or high-modernist ideology. I am, however,
making a case against an imperial or hegemonic planning mentality
that excludes the necessary role of local knowledge and know-how.

Throughout the book I make the case for the indispensable role of
practical knowledge, informal processes, and improvisation in the face
of unpredictability. In chapters 4 and 5, I contrast the high-modernist
views and practices of city planners and revolutionaries with critical
views emphasizing process, complexity, and open-endedness. Le Cor-
busier and Lenin are the protagonists, with Jane Jacobs and Rosa Lux-
emburg cast as their formidable critics. Chapters 6 and 7 contain ac-
counts of Soviet collectivization and Tanzanian forced villagization,
which illustrate how schematic, authoritarian solutions to production
and social order inevitably fail when they exclude the fund of valuable
knowledge embodied in local practices. (An early draft contained a
case study of the Tennessee Valley Authority, the United States’ high-
modernist experiment and the granddaddy of all regional development
projects. It was reluctantly swept aside to shorten what is still a long
book.)

Finally, in chapter 9 I attempt to conceptualize the nature of prac-
tical knowledge and to contrast it with more formal, deductive, epis-
temic knowledge. The term métis, which descends from classical Greek
and denotes the knowledge that can come only from practical experi-
ence, serves as a useful portmanteau word for what I have in mind.
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Here I should also acknowledge my debt to anarchist writers (Kro-
potkin, Bakunin, Malatesta, Proudhon) who consistently emphasize
the role of mutuality as opposed to imperative, hierarchical coordina-
tion in the creation of social order. Their understanding of the term
“mutuality” covers some, but not all, of the same ground that I mean to
cover with “métis.”

Radically simplified designs for social organization seem to court
the same risks of failure courted by radically simplified designs for
natural environments. The failures and vulnerability of monocrop
commercial forests and genetically engineered, mechanized mono-
cropping mimic the failures of collective farms and planned cities. At
this level, I am making a case for the resilience of both social and nat-
ural diversity and a strong case about the limits, in principle, of what
we are likely to know about complex, functioning order. One could, I
think, successfully turn this argument against a certain kind of reduc-
tive social science. Having already taken on more than I could chew, I
leave this additional detour to others, with my blessing.

In trying to make a strong, paradigmatic case, I realize that I have
risked displaying the hubris of which high modernists are justly ac-
cused. Once you have crafted lenses that change your perspective, it is
a great temptation to look at everything through the same spectacles. I
do, however, want to plead innocent to two charges that I do not think
a careful reading would sustain. The first charge is that my argument
is uncritically admiring of the local, the traditional, and the customary.
I understand that the practical knowledge I describe is often insepara-
ble from the practices of domination, monopoly, and exclusion that
offend the modern liberal sensibility. My point is not that practical
knowledge is the product of some mythical, egalitarian state of nature.
Rather, my point is that formal schemes of order are untenable without
some elements of the practical knowledge that they tend to dismiss.
The second charge is that my argument is an anarchist case against the
state itself. The state, as I make abundantly clear, is the vexed institu-
tion that is the ground of both our freedoms and our unfreedoms. My
case is that certain kinds of states, driven by utopian plans and an au-
thoritarian disregard for the values, desires, and objections of their
subjects, are indeed a mortal threat to human well-being. Short of that
draconian but all too common situation, we are left to weigh judi-
ciously the benefits of certain state interventions against their costs.

As I finished this book, I realized that its critique of certain forms of
state action might seem, from the post—1989 perspective of capitalist
triumphalism, like a kind of quaint archaeology. States with the pre-
tensions and power that I criticize have for the most part vanished or
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have drastically curbed their ambitions. And yet, as I make clear in ex-
amining scientific farming, industrial agriculture, and capitalist mar-
kets in general, large-scale capitalism is just as much an agency of ho-
mogenization, uniformity, grids, and heroic simplification as the state
is, with the difference being that, for capitalists, simplification must
pay. A market necessarily reduces quality to quantity via the price
mechanism and promotes standardization; in markets, money talks,
not people. Today, global capitalism is perhaps the most powerful force
for homogenization, whereas the state may in some instances be the
defender of local difference and variety. (In Enlightenment’s Wake,
John Gray makes a similar case for liberalism, which he regards as
self-limiting because it rests on cultural and institutional capital that
it is bound to undermine.) The “interruption,” forced by widespread
strikes, of France’s structural adjustments to accommodate a common
European currency is perhaps a straw in the wind. Put bluntly, my bill
of particulars against a certain kind of state is by no means a case for
politically unfettered market coordination as urged by Friedrich Hayek
and Milton Friedman. As we shall see, the conclusions that can be
drawn from the failures of modern projects of social engineering are
as applicable to market-driven standardization as they are to bureau-
cratic homogeneity.





