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Abstract

The main objective of the research is to explain the process of the
transformation of peasant economy in the Northeast region. The research argues that
the transformation has been shaped by the interplay of two forces, namely the macro
political economy of which the region is part, and the micro internal dynamism within
peasant society and peasant household. Thus the secondary objectives of the research
are to investigate peasant responses to capitalist development at community and
household level, and to assess the impacts of their responses on the transformation
process.

The Nam Pong watershed has been selected for the study. This watershed is
part of the largest river system of the region, and has been the target of modernization
and capitalist development since the 1950s. The region’s largest dam was constructed
as a basic infrastructure for modernized development, after which the watershed was
divided into three main parts: the upstream, the reservoir, and the irrigated
downstream areas. Three villages have been selected for the study, representing each
of the three areas. Qualitative research methods are employed, with supplementary
quantitative data from a questionnaire survey.

The research finds that the interplay of the macro economic and political
forces and the household and community adaptation has produced three types of
economic and social transformation in the Nam Pong watershed. The first type is the
one in which an entrepreneural enterprise has successfully developed; its success
however leads to differential access to and control over resources, and gradually leads
to differential accumulation of wealth in the community. The second type, developed
in an irrigated area downstream, shows how agricultural development and
diversification can generate both income and local employment, and can sustain the
livelihood of the peasants. In the third type, however, agricultural production does not
generate enough output or income to sustain the peasants’ livelihood. Therefore, the
peasants have to diversify their economic activities into non-farm activities. Yet they
do not give up agriculture, nor sell out their lands. This is a type of development
shared by most of the villages in the Northeast region.

The research shows that common characteristics of the northeast peasant
economy transformation can be identified. These include: (1) the important role of
peasant family considered as a unit of labor management and resource allocation; (2)
the diversification of peasant household economic activities from land husbandry to
non-farm employment, especially migration; (3) the prevalence of rice production for
family consumption by peasant family farms; (4) the maintenance of land for
cultivation by peasant households, making small landed family farms the major form
of agricultural production unit and rural estate; and as a consequent, (5) the process of
class differentiation and polarization is developing slowly in the peasant society.



The research argues that the disposition of rural labor, found mostly in the
form of urban migration, has resulted in the slow process of rural polarlization. Urban
employment could provide additional sources of income, which enable the peasants to
maintain the level of agricultural production and to retain their lands. Meanwhile, the
disposition of capital among the richer peasants cannot develop fully. The growth of
village entrepreneural activities is limited by the availability of natural resources, the
opposition from fellow villagers, the competition from urban entrepreneurs and the
peasant entrepreneurs’ unprofessionalism and low capital. Thus, these village
entrepreneurs are reluctant to make much investment in their enterprise. Instead, they
try to give high education to their children. As a consequence, the entrepreneurs do
not use their surplus income to buy more lands. They also try to keep good
relationship with their neighbors upon whom they may have to depend at old age,
since their educated children will not live in the village. Therefore, although there are
wealth differentiation within the village, a sense of community and mutual
interdependence still prevails.

The research argues that, after a century of state-led development, which
propels capitalist penetration in agriculture, class differentiation and polarization
among the peasantry in the Northeast region take place very slowly. Peasant response
to capitalist penetration and domination is one factor, which conditions the forms of
capitalist formation in rural areas. Just as peasant responses, or adaptations and even
resistance, do not take a single form, nor do capitalist formations and peasant
economy transformation.



