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How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed:

8 of 8 people found the following review helpful. How Rare a GemByYy J.W.In aworld where governments continually
seek to invade personal privacy, control the elements, clump humanity into categories and relentlessly attempt to
socialy engineer their populations, Scott seeks to make sense of the situation by explaining the why and how behind
governmental actions, making "the case for the indispensable role of practical knowledge, informal processes, and
improvisation in the face of unpredictability.” Perhaps Scott sumsit up best when he says, "Much of this book can be
read as a case against the imperialism of high modernist, planned social order." Every part of thisbook is clear and
concise. Thisis arare gem among modern academia.2 of 2 people found the following review helpful. Insightful
though it's not for everybody. An extended ...By Thomas JewellInsightful, though it's not for everybody. An extended
discussion about how government agencies shape the world to accomplish their ends, Very much about the law of
unintended consequences. | am no scholar, so | cannot debate histhesis, but | find this book has changed the way way
| look at the world, and particularly, the character of government.5 of 5 people found the following review helpful.
This book will transform the way you look at governmentBy Richard HughesThis book is essentially a series of
discussions of how the perceptual gaps of state apparatus lead to specific sorts of problems, especially when the state
attempts to perform large scale, society-changing work. While the book is written by a man who could be reasonably
described as a minarchigt, it's exceptionally useful to big-state left wing socialists, such as myself, who value
understanding why this sort of thing has failed, and failed so badly, in the past.In addition to the educational value, it is
an absolute page turner, filled with exciting historical moments that will be brand new to most American readers. |
heartily recommend it to anyone.

Compulsory ujamaa villages in Tanzania, collectivization in Russia, Le Corbusiers urban planning theory realized in
Brasilia, the Great Leap Forward in China, agricultural "modernization” in the Tropicsthe twentieth century has been
racked by grand utopian schemes that have inadvertently brought death and disruption to millions. Why do well-
intentioned plans for improving the human condition go tragically awry?In this wide-ranging and original book, James
C. Scott analyzes failed cases of large-scale authoritarian plansin avariety of fields. Centrally managed social plans
misfire, Scott argues, when they impose schematic visions that do violence to complex interdependencies that are
notand cannotbe fully understood. Further, the success of designs for social organization depends upon the recognition
that local, practical knowledge is asimportant as formal, epistemic knowledge. The author builds a persuasive case
against "development theory" and imperialistic state planning that disregards the values, desires, and objections of its
subjects. He identifies and discusses four conditions common to all planning disasters: administrative ordering of
nature and society by the state; a"high-modernist ideology" that places confidence in the ability of science to improve
every aspect of human life; awillingness to use authoritarian state power to effect large- scale interventions; and a
prostrate civil society that cannot effectively resist such plans.

.com James C. Scott's research for this book began with an examination of the tensions between state authorities and
various "unstable" individuals throughout history, from hunter-gatherer tribes to Gypsies to the homeless. He soon
became fascinated, however, by the recurring patterns of failure and authoritarianism in certain social engineering
programs aimed at bringing such people fully into the state's fold. Soviet collectivization, the Maoist Great Leap
Forward, the precisely planned city of Brasilia--these and other projects around the world, while deeply ambitious,
extracted immeasurable tolls on the people they were designed to help. One of the most important common factors that
Scott found in these schemesis what he refers to as a high modernist ideology. In simplest terms, it is an extremely
firm belief that progress can and will make the world a better place. But "scientific" theories about the betterment of
life often fail to take into account "the indispensable role of practical knowledge, informal processes, and
improvisation in the face of unpredictability" that Scott views as essential to an effective society. What high
modernism lacks is metis, a Greek word which Scott translates as "the knowledge that can only come from practical
experience." Although metisis closely related to the concept of "mutuality” found in the anarchist writings of, anong
others, Kropotkin and Bakunin, Scott is careful to emphasize that he is not advocating the abolition of the state or
championing a complete reliance on natural "truth." He merely recognizes that some types of states can initiate
programs which jeopardize the well-being of al their subjects. Although the collapse of most socialist governments
might lead one to believe that Seeing Like a State is old news, Scott's analysis should prove extremely useful to those
considering the effects of global capitalism on local communities. "A magisterial critique of top-down socia planning
that has been cited, and debated, by the free-market libertarians of the Cato Institute (which recently dedicated an issue
of itsonline journal to the book), development economists, and partisans of Occupy Wall Street alike." Jennifer
Schuessler, New Y ork Times "One of the most profound and illuminating studies of this century to have been
published in recent decades. . . . A fascinating interpretation of the growth of the modern state. . . . Scott presents a
formidable argument against using the power of the state in an attempt to reshape the whole of society." John Gray,
New York Times Book "Illuminating and beautifully written, this book calls into sharp relief the nature of the world



we now inhabit."New Y orker "James C. Scott has written a powerful, and in many insightful, explanation asto why
grandiose programs of social reform, not to mention revolution, so often end in tragedythe Soviet disaster being the
textbook case. . . . He has produced an important critique of visionary state planning."Robert Heilbroner, Lingua
Franca"[An] important book. . . . The author's choice of casesis fascinating and goes well beyond the familiar ones
like Soviet collectivization."Francis Fukuyama, Foreign Affairs "In atreatment that can only be termed brilliant,
[Scott] has produced a magjor contribution to developmental literature. . . . Thisis abook of seminal importance for
comparative politics and, indeed, for the social sciences. Highly recommended.” Choice "Mr. Scott tells the story in
witty, sparkling prose of these (Lenin, Mao, Pol Pot, among others) relentless social engineers and how they tried to
impose for all eternity a perfect social order or an urban blueprint, regardless of human cost and unremitting human
refractoriness." Washington Times "An important and powerful work that deserves to be read by anyone interested in
large-scale public planning. . . . Among the book's virtues are its lucid style, deep learning, and wide range of
fascinating cases.” Gideon Rose, Washington Monthly "Where Seeing Like a State is original, and often startling so, is
in its meticulous accumulation of empirical evidence that describes the failure of grandiose state projects to improve
the human condition."Brian C. Anderson, Public Interest "Seeing Like a State is aworldly, academic synthesis of the
destructive hubris of large-scale rational planning. . . . What Scott does that is brilliant is talk about how states and
large institutions acquire the knowledge that they ultimately use to govern."Michael Schrage, Across the Board "Its
global focus, its attention to issues of environment and economic devel opment too often ignored by non profits
scholars, and its impressive grasp of how organizations work, recommend it to anyone seriously interested in the
future of public life." Peter Dobkin Hall, ARNOV A News " Scotts book is a paean to human liberty, a very complicated
paean. . . . Thisbook [owes] much of its value to the details of the particular case studies, and to Scotts enthusiasm and
ingenuity in seeing links among apparently different human projects. He has written a remarkably interesting book on
social engineering."Cass R. Sunstein, New Republic "In Seeing Like a State James Scott has given us powerful new
paradigms of state action and popular resistance. His work is sure to inspire new thinking and research in history and
social sciences."Fred Murphy, Readers Catalog "Brilliant . . . [Scott] has produced a major contribution to
developmental literature . . . thisis abook of seminal importance for comparative politics and indeed, for the social
sciences." Choice "Scotts book . . . is an important and powerful work that deserves to be read by anyone interested in
large-scale public planning. . . . Among the books virtues areits lucid style, deep learning, and wide range of
fascinating cases." Gideon Rose, Washington Monthly "The 'perfection’ Scott so rightly and with such tremendous skill
and erudition debunksin his book he himself has nearly reached, as far as positing and presenting the problem is
concerned. The case of what the order-crazy mind is capable of doing and why we need to stop it from doing it has
been established 'beyond any reasonable doubt' and with a force that cannot be strengthened.” Zygmunt Bauman,
emeritus professor, University of Leeds"A tour deforce. . . . Reading the book delighted and inspired me. It's not the
first time Jim Scott has had that effect."Charles Tilly, Columbia University "Stunning insights, an original position,
and a conceptual approach of global application. Scott's book will at once take its place among the decade's truly
seminal contributions to comparative politics."M. Crawford Y oung, University of Wisconsin, Madison "James Scott is
one of the most original and interesting social scientists whom | know. So it is no surprise that Seeing Like a Stateisa
broad ranging, theoretically important, and empirically grounded treatment of the modern state. For anyone interested
in learning about this fundamental tension of modernity and about the destruction wrought in the twentieth century as
a consequence of the dominant development ideology of the simplifying state, high modernism, Seeing Like a State is
amust read."Daniel Jonah Goldhagen, Professor of Government and Social Studies at Harvard University and author
of Hitler's Willing Executioners "A broad-ranging, theoretically important, and empirically grounded treatment of the
modern state and its propensity to simplify and make legible a society which by nature is complex and opague. For
anyone interested in learning about this fundamental tension of modernity and about the destruction wrought in the
twentieth century as a consequence of the dominant development ideology of the simplifying state, thisis a must-
read."Daniel Jonah Goldhagen, author of Hitlers Willing Executioners



