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Abstract

This research explores the economic transformation of the villages in the Central
Region of Thailand, especially in the Central Plain. The major focus is on the period
from the post- World War II until the present. The primary aims of this study are:

Firstly, to explain factors which led to the continued strength of the rural sector,
the continued strength of the Thai village, and the continued strength of traditional rice
agriculture, at a time when the economy as a whole was fast changing and when the
Central plain, especially was subject to the forces of economic change.

Secondly, to investigate changes which took place in various aspects of the
village economy. These include the growth of the market , changing consumption
patterns, rural diversification, changes in agricultural technology, migration,
communications, the transition from family based employment to hired farm employment
, labor market adjustment, and sources of income.

Thirdly, to determine exactly how the influence of Bangkok has impacted on
villages: in what ways change sustains, and in what ways destroys, traditional relations.

Fourthly, to focus on the strategies used by the peasantry (especially the
household economy) to cope with, adapt to, and confront growing capitalist relations. At

root, we will investigate why capitalist penetration into the villages has been limited.

Central to the theme of argument here is the process of transition from an
agricultural to an industrial economy. The main protagonist of this transition has been the
family based village economy, forced to adjust to changes which have threatened the
relative stability of centuries. We can, of course, see Thailand’s case as part of the wider
historical process ushered in by Britain’s industrial revolution, where the challenges of

industrialization disturbed and transformed traditional village life.
Here, the focus of our attention is the way in which some peasant families
adjusted to the transition. Three broad periods of village economy in the Central Region

can be distinguished: (1) the pre- second World War, (before 1945), (2) the period of
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1945- 1985, and (3) 1985 —the present (2002).

The findings are as follows :

(1) Before the Second World War, the village economy was characterized by
“high productivity and income”. Average incomes and wages in the villages were in
excess of Chinese coolies in Bangkok. A major factor affecting the high level of incomes
and wage rates was the scarcity of labor in the rural areas and the relatively high
productivity of Thai agriculture in relation to labor input (although rice yields per rai
were low, output per worker per hour worked was high) . The high level of income and
wage rates earned by the rural workers meant that the opportunity cost of changing
occupations from that of a rural farmer to an urban worker was also high. Labor pressure
was not severe. The average peasant family could not only have relatively large land
holdings, a very high rate of owner-occupancy (except villages adjacent to Bangkok such
as in Rangsit ) but also sustained a reasonable livelihood while still enjoying significant
leisure time. Rice remained the single most important product, the largest source of
employment. Under these circumstances, there was a limited flow of labor from rural to
urban areas. Hence, large-scale Chinese immigration played an important role in
developing the non-farming occupations in Thailand in Bangkok and elsewhere.
Another repository of the tradition was the village. Rice culture also contributed to this
result. Since rice was labor intensive crop, there was need in nearly every village for an
extensive system of ditches, dam, dikes, ponds, tunnels, and water gates. Since these
could be constructed and maintained only by community effort their use was subject to
community control. “Shared cooperative labor” (long kaek) was widespread especially
the remote area where market economy was less developed.  Family farming and the
emphasis on rice production kept farming less commercial, characterized by small land
holdings, and with a few agricultural wage laborers engaged as hired laborers in rice
farming. In many parts of the Central Region, production for sale in the village was little

beyond consumption.
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(2) The period of 1945-1985 saw villages transformed rapidly by comparison to
the earlier period. Transformation was seen in many aspects including rural
diversification (commodity diversification, non-farm job diversification, slow shifts of
rural labor to employment outside agriculture), changes in consumption patterns,
improved communications, and a changed pattern of labor use from household labor to
hired farm labor. Despite a high growth rate of population in the villages in the 1940s-
1960s, and a heavy export taxation on rice that resulted in low rice prices, agricultural
performance throughout the post war period was respectable. With still abundant unused
land and the increased export orientation of the sector, farmers vigorously and
successfully exploited the opportunities through land expansion and diversification into
crops such as cassava, sugarcane, vegetables and fruits. Cultivated area per worker
increased. Labor productivity and income in the rural Central region was higher than in
other regions. But because farm-gate prices were low due to the export tax and because
productivity was relatively low compared to the non agricultural sector, some villagers
adjusted by migrating to towns or working in other non-farm activity. From the 1950s,
the agricultural sector in the Central plain also benefited from some government
developments projects including road construction, irrigation investment, and diffusion
of high yielding varieties. As a result, multiple-cropping became possible and labor
shortages began to emerge. The more dynamic farmers moved quickly to solve labor
shortage via mechanization and adoption of less labor intensive techniques of
production. The rapid growth of Bangkok in the post-war period also brought changes to
villages in Central region, especially by attracting the rural migrants and expanding the
market available to the villages. On the other hand, home industries in the villages
declined with the increased availability of manufactured products from Bangkok. Until
the mid 1980s, all the changes brought by modernization were concentrated on Bangkok.
The industries of export-led growth, import —substitution industries, leading service
sectors such as bank and hotels and so on were centered in Bangkok, Bangkok remained
overwhelmingly the leading port, and Bangkok increased its share of both Thailand’s

population and urban population.
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Although changes certainly took place in the villages, overall the village
economy before the mid 1980s changed slowly. There was only slow shift from
agricultural to non agricultural employment. As late as 1980, some 90 percent of
population in the Central Region lived in rural areas (except Bangkok), and some 60-70
per cent of these worked as rice farmers. Although the traditional form of co-operative
labor gradually disappeared, the number of rural wage laborers increased slowly. Farm
own account and unpaid family workers were predominant, and there was still
significant new land on the frontier until the 1980s. At the same time, population grew
rapidly after the 1960s. The income share from agricultural activity earned by villagers
remained higher compared to non —agricultural, migration from the village to city was
still very limited and mainly seasonal. Typically when villagers finished working in
towns, they returned to the village and there was only little labor working on the
permanent basis in the industries in the Central Region. Under these circumstances,
towns in Central Region (except Bangkok) grew very slowly, because of lack of supplies
of labor from the countryside. Although there was a rise in income of the villages due to
the expansion of the market, the growth of rural non-farm activities in the villages such as
grocery stores, food stalls, motorcycle and tractor repair shops, television and radio repair

shop was limited.

(3) The period of 1985-2002 has seen villages at a crossroads. The massive
changes of recent years, which include not only industrialization, but changes to
distribution, land usage, consumption patterns, threaten the village. There are clear signs
that the long period of the extensive production of rice and upland crops in the Central
rural agricultural areas due to the availability of land was coming to the end in the mid
1980s, while industrialization not only in Bangkok but also in the Central Region took
place on a large scale. The industrial and service sectors drew the labor force, especially
the young, from the fields to factories and offices. There was a rapid shift from
agricultural to non agricultural employment. Between 1988-1998, the total labor force

engaged in the agricultural sector in the Central Region declined sharply from 3.5 to 2.5
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million. The share of agricultural population dropped sharply from 70 percent of the
total population in 1960 to around 50 percent in 2000. (The share of population living
in rural areas dropped from 90.8 percent of the total population in 1960 to 65.5 percent
in 2000). The growth in job opportunities in urban areas, the growing proportion of
skills and education of the villagers, and regional income and wage differentials were all
significant factors in explaining the move from villages to cities.  Increasingly life in
the city and the countryside became divorced. Non-agricultural income constituted a

substantial portion of total income.

Agriculture after the mid 1980s, as the major source of employment and income
for the villagers, experienced a declining role. By contrast, non-farming expanded.
However, many peasant families adjusted to the changes, and were able to survive on
land. As late as 2000, employment as own- account workers and unpaid family workers
in villages still generated almost 50 percent of the total labor force in rural areas in the
Central region. The growth of service sectors, including especially small-scale activities
such as grocery stores, food stalls, motorcycle and tractor repair shops, television, radio
and electronic repair shops, small construction firms, and a host of artisan workshops
was very spectacular. The growth of these activities was mainly sustained from
remittances from the villages’ migrants. Such activities have been increasingly
important as major source of additional employment for traditional household workers(

own account workers and unpaid family workers).

This finding suggests  that the household economy in the villages is still
strong, and peasant families turned their attentions to other forms of non-agricultural
activity in order to be able to survive on the land. Indeed, it was at this point that the
peasant-workers, far from disappearing, increasingly imposed themselves on the village
economy, Peasants provided the workforce and often the entrepreneurship which lay
behind the expansion of a multitude of new small businesses. What is interesting in
historical terms is that the formation of this workforce does not correspond to the classic

model for the creation of industrial working class. This model usually sees workers leave
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farming due to agricultural modernization or else leave because of attractions of the
higher wages in urban industries. The growth of small service activities in the village
created a different structure of production and a different form of enterprise. The
enterprises relied solely on family workers and the resources of the peasant family, and
characteristic was the small capital and minimal level of skills required. In many ways
the new forms of enterprise built on traditional skills and traditions, such as marketing

and bargaining.

We conclude that economic development in the Central region saw not only
the traditional village co-existing with industrialization, but being sustained by change.
This point helps explain a notable and commonly mentioned feature of Thai economic
development in the period of modernization, the continued high proportion of the

population which has been retained in the village and agricultural sector generally.
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