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Research Topic : Isan Village Economy : Economic History of Isan after World
War 11 to the Present (1945-2001)
Researcher : Suwit Theerasasawat

Duration of Research : February 2000 —September 2002

Abstract

The purposes of the present research were 1) to study economic history of Isan village
economy after World War II to the present, and 2) to study the potential of Isan village
economy at the present. The study employed both the qualitative and quantitative procedures.
The sample was comprised of 12 villages in 10 northeastern provinces. Altogether members of
1,574 households were interviewed for quantitative data and 472 persons for qualitative data.
The finding are as follows :

1. Isan village economy before the time of crop economy (before 1960) was a self-
sufficient economy. Almost every household own production requisites and natural resources in
the surrounding areas. The households produced almost everything they needed and there was a
good balance between the production and wild vegetation on the one hand and local
consumption on the other. There used to be community spirit where people cooperated for their
own well-being. There were inter-community trades in the drier years, especially trade between
communities which produced salt, iron utensils and clay pottery and those which did not. There
was little production for sale and people did that just for earning cash to pay for the poll tax and
education tax. After the two taxes were rescinded a new community supporting tax was
introduced instead.

The reasons for changing from self-sufficient economy to marketing economy were 1)
the rapid population growth in Isan, 2) the expansion of capitalism, 3) the construction of basic
economic structure (roads, dams and electricity) and suppression of communist terrorists, and 4)
the policy of production for export. The marketing economy during this period of corp
economy led to the mass production of rice and field crops for sale. Agricultural land was
enlarged from 22.5 million rais (26 rais to 1 acre) in 1964 to 57.9 million rais in 1995, or an

average increase of 1.1 million rais per year. The farmers had become more and more



(4)

dependent on modern agricultural technology. However, farmers remained employing
household labours in agriculture, representing 82.8% whereas hired labours contributing only
17.2%. Traditional cooperative work on the field and exchange of labor had dwindled. More
and more farmers travel to other localities to sell their labor. People’s livelihood has been
changed greatly from almost everyone engaging in farming down to only 51.6%, in the non-
agriculture 23.1% and in mixed occupation 25.3%. The main reason for more Isan villagers
engaging in the non-agriculture occupation was become their income from agricultural activities
accounted for only 41.2% of the total household expenses. In 1953, the number of households
which were in debt was 15.77% but in 2000 the proportion had increased to 70.8%. This was
due to the fact that people had to spend more money for a living. People’s income had
increased, but it’s very unpredictable due to the fluctuated market prices for their produce and
the climatic changes. The income gaps between the rich and the poor have become even wider
while natural resources had deteriorated rapidly. However, the Isan people in this period of
marketing economy or commercial crops are able to aclquire a greater number of facilities in
their households than their predecessors. They also received a better health care and education.

2. At the present, economic potential of Isan community as a whole seems to have been
declined from the precommercial crops days because the farmers have to depend more on
outside capital, technology and market, the people nevertheless still show 5 points of
community strength as follows :

2.1 Land ownership. About 81.8% of the households still in the possession of their
own land, averaging 15.1 rais per household. About 58.7% of the households still depend very
much on nature for their food, and 90.7% of the households used firewood for heating purposes
which can be gathered easily for free;

2.2 The ability to shift to new occupations. This is shown by some of the households’
labor engaging themselves in non-agricultural activities and mixed occupations. Those who
remain in agricultural occupation have adopted new technology in order to increase their
produce per rai and to save time and labor. Such change helps make their production stable and
hence, greater income. Some people choose to grow vegetables for sale which bring them

profits 24 times greater than rice farming. Still some farmers turned to mixed farming. This
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latter group constitutes the most stable and sustainable sector, numbering 85,015 households or
3.2% of the total agricultural households;

2.3 The formation of village organizations : The people set up organizations like saving
occupatives, community stores, agricultural cooperatives, etc. which brounght to the people
greater strength. Some communities have developed themselves into tens of networks to assist
each other beyond there own communities;

2.4 The industry and strong savings-mindedness of Isan people. These two
characteristics represent two factors that have helped sustain their communities. Their savings
were in the form of storing their agricultural produce and saving money. The savings average
28,577 baht/household per year, or about 40.8% of their total annual expenses;

2.5 Ties to one’s family and hometown. Isan people’s love for and strong ties to their
familes, hometown and agricultural occupation represent a strong culture that helps sustain

community economy.
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