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Summary

This paper presents an interpretative summary of the project on the Economy of the
Thai Village Community. It concentrates on the period since the Second World War. At
the start of this period, outside a few more developed enclaves, the economies of Thai
village communities were still oriented to subsistence production and local exchange.
This can be attributed to their physical isolation; to the continued existence of a land
frontier; to the weakness of the attempts by state and capital to penetrate the countryside;
and the special character of rice cultivation.

Since then, there have been three “waves” of change. The first “development wave”
began in the 1950s and 1960s with government’s attempts to bring “development” with
new technology. Village community economies became more dependent on outside
markets and on outside knowledge. The resource base was rapidly depleted. Social
divisions began.

The second “urban linkage” wave followed from the 1970s, when urban growth
began to draw people from the village into permanent or (more often) temporary
migration for urban work.

The third “mental” wave began in the 1980s and intensified in the 1990s, with the
penetration of television into almost every rural household, and the rapid increase in the
number of rural children entering secondary education. Television (along with other
media, migration, and other links) has brought new attitudes, tastes, and consumer habits.
Secondary education has expanded the career possibilities of the next generation.

However, despite the strength of these external changes, around a half of the
population still lives in rural communities, and the majority of these rural households
continue to operate as independent small producers. They have survived by adapting to
these external changes in creative ways. These adaptations can be summarised under four
headings.

First, households have managed to defend, reclaim, or recreate the foundation of
natural resources as the basis of food security and self-reliance.

Secondly, households have managed their linkage with the urban economy by long-
term management of labour resources. They hold on to land and rural residence as the
basis of sufficiency, self reliance, lifetime insurance, and culture. At the same time, they
allocate some labour to migrant work to earn the cash income needed for rising
consumption needs, for the capital for agriculture, for education, and for investment in
new businesses.

Thirdly, communities have begun to reclaim economic and social space from
government and urban capital in many different ways. In particular, they have adapted
old forms of community organisation, or invented new ones, in order to take control of
economic and political functions which had been usurped by state or capital.

Fourthly, households and communities have sought ways to engage with the
national economy and the state from a position of bargaining strength. These attempts
have a higher chance of success when they are founded on various types of capital
(financial, social, cultural) from within the community.

The project has shown that the community economy and the urban economy
already do coexist. It has also shown that they are becoming increasingly intertwined.
The participants in the project suggested three strategies which will enable village



communities to survive: first, through social movements which leverage the identity and
social capital of the village community to build political alliances to gain greater social
space, and better control over natural resources; second through pressure for real
decentralisation of power away from the centralised state to the communities; and third,
through gaining national acceptance of the community culture.



