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PREFACE

The study reported here was funded by the Ford and
Rockefeller Foundations’ joint program for research on
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from the authors’ respective departments. This is a revised
version of a paper presented at the Population Association
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bility, Washington, March 1981. The authors gratefully
acknowledge comments made by Professors Sidney Goldstein
and Murray Chapman on a preliminary draft of this paper.



ABSTRACT Recent studies in various Third World countries have revealed
high rates of movement between rural and urban areas. This paper describes
movement originating in part of Northeastern Thailand, a region tradition-
ally characterized by high rates of movement but for which there are no
recent microstudies of the movement process. Data are derived from comple-
mentary survey s conducted in Roiet Province and Bangkok in 1978 and
1979, The paper analyzes movement in relation to four categories of inter-
personal networks characteristic of Northeastern Thai society. These net-
works condition not unly the characteristics of movers and their spatial
patterns of movenient, as has been repeatedly demonstrated elsewhere, but
also the seasonality of movement. Movers are subject to the competing
claims of village-based and urban-oriented networks; for most, the oppor-
tunities afforded by the latter frequently superscde obligations toward
village-based networks, resulting in a lack of articulation between temporal
patterns of movement on the one hand and demand for farm labor on the
other. The question arises as to whether the cash remitted by rural-to-urban
movers compensates for the disruptive effects of movement on local labor
supplies.

Literature on modern Third World studies is replete with dualistic
classificatory schemes, such as modern and traditional, capitalist and
noncapitalist, urban and rural, proletariat and pcasantry. The empirical
basis for such dualisms as dichotomies is highly questionable; as an
analytical framcwork a dualistic view obscures dialectical processes of
contact, interaction, and change between social and economic milieux
that at the extreme may be very different. Whether interaction results
in a generally benevolent convergence, as the neoclassicists would have
it, or in divergence and the reinforceinent of the basic characteristics
of each, as in underdevelopment theory, is not the main issue to be
pursued here. What is important is that interaction occurs, and that as
a result boundaries between differing social and economic systems and
interest groups become at best fuzzy boundaries, if it is meaningful to
speak of boundarics at all.

Migration between rural and orban areas is one aspect of these dia-
lectical processes. Much of the significance of migration for modemiza-
tion and development lies in its role in linking places that are spatially
distant and socially and economically distinct. Migrants experience
new and different physical environments, behavioral precepts, earning
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power, and forms of organization, socially and at work. If categorical
terms are to be used, then it can be said that migration brings peasants
to work as and with proletarians, students, minor officials, and petty
capitalists. The migrants change as a result: but more importantly,
they consciously or otherwisc introduce some of the resources and
trappings of urban culture into their villages. Physically returning to
the villages to visit briefly or to stay and work makes them all the
more influential as propagators of some image of the city. They may
return as teachers, as peasants with their “‘pcasantness” newly self-
conscious and politicized, as importers of petty capitalisin into their
villages, or, most likely, as peasants with a little extra cash and a new
gloss of urbane sophistication or “modernness.” Whatever happens to
the individuals, migration influences their houscholds and large sec-
tions of their village communities. Nonmigrants find themselves con-
fronted in their own villages with concrete or imagined facets of urban
life, and they sharc whatever money the migrants send or bring home.

‘The purpose of this paper is to analyze rural-to-urban movements
originating in Roi-et Province, Northeastern Thailand, in relation to
the various social and economic networks within which any North-
castern farmer is likely to be enmeshed. The term “networks” is used
here to mean groups of people linked by a common inicrest, obliga-
tion, or dependence of a social, economic, or political nature, and
based on direct personal acquaintance and communication. Farmers or
members of farming households are sure to be imembers of interlock-
ing nctworks within their home villages. The networks serve to pro-
mote essentially village-centered values ana obligations, and to make
available social, economic, and politicat opportunities for individuals
within the village. One of the effects of modernization is the spatial
extension of interpersonal networks, including the extension into
towns of originally village-based networks, and the emergence of en-
tirely new networks that link rural and urban areas. These rural-urban
networks, superimposed on traditional village networks, serve to pro-
mote their own values, obligations, and opportunities, which may or
may not be compatible with those of the village.

Using this coriceptual framework for rurai-to-urban movement, one
can ask what opportunities and obligations tend to be associated with
each of several types of networks, how the competing claims of differ-
ent networks are resolved by movers and prospective movers, and what
the result is for the functioning of those networks. Analysis in these
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terms will illustrate the complexitics of the process and explain why
several common generalizations about cityward movement will not
withstand close scrutiny in microstudies.

Various studies in other Third World countries have analyzed rural-
to-urban movement in relation to voluntary organizations, in particu-
lar decisions about moving, the adjustment of movers to urban life,
and the maintenance of links between places of origin and of destina-
tion (Abu-Lughod, 1961; Bruner, 1961 Little, 1965. 1973; Skeldon,
1976, 1980). These studies have focused on the urban end of the
movement system. The voluntary orguanizations are essentially urban
rathe. than rural phenomena, and they tend to be organizations estab-
lished and run by migints for the benefit of migrants and their home
areas.

In their studies of Thailand, Textor (1961 ) and Fuller (1977) have
indicated that identifiable organizations such as clubs and village asso-
ciations, which have formal or semi-formal structures, are not impor-
tant among recent rural-to-urban movers, partly because of the generil
lack of affinity among Thai people for such groups and also because of
the short-term, circular nature of much of their movement (see Nelson,
1976). Consequently, the networks we discuss here- -houschold, peer
group, labor-exchange group, patron-client links- -are characteristic of
Thai socicty generally, not simply of migrant or otherwise spatially
mobile Thais. Morcover, the movement process is analyzed more from
the rural than from the urban standpoint, in order to begin to under-
stand the effects of movement on the areas of origin.

RURAL-TO-URBAN MOVEMENT IN THAILAND

The main difficulty in establishing a general picture of the importance
of cityward movement as a linking process in Thailand is inadequate
measures of rates of movement. For the most part, estimates of these
rates have been based on the decennial census and on other survey
data that cover only long-term moves. The Thai census defines mi-
grants as pcople whose place of “normal” residence was different on
census day from that five years previously. The word “normal” is im-
portant, because it is intended to exclude people who have lived in a
different place for less than two months. Thus the census estimate
that 5.3 percent of the population had migrated between 1965 and
1970 cannot be taken as a measure of the total volume of movement.
Microstudies conducted in Thailand indicate that rates of rural-to-
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urban movement are far higher than the census suggests. Such move-
ment includes local circulation between rural areas {var: Roy, 1971;
Moerman, 1968; Kirsch, 1966; de Young, 1963; Singhanetra-Renard,
1981) and movement to provincial towns (Lefferts, 1974) and to
Bangkok (Klausner, 1972; Textor, 1961) as a means of extending the
earning potential of rural households. Working with national-level
surveys, Goldstein et al. (1977) found a high degrce of continuing
interaction between urban migrants and their home villages. Their
study suggests that migration plays a role as an agent of change in ru-
ral areas independently of the physical return of the migrants.

Most of these observations of high rates of mobility have been quali-
tative, and there is as yet no reliable basis for estimating total rates of
movement beyond the particular local areas investigated intensively in
microstudies. Keyes is more precise: he foand in his study of villages
in Mahasarakham (Northeastern Region) that 71 percent of men of
ages 20—39 had lived a month or longerin a city, and 52 percent had
lived in Bangkok (Keyes, 1966). More recently, Lauro (1979) has pro-
vided the most detailed analysis yet available of movement, principally
circular movement. In the village he studied in Ayuddayah Province
(Central Region), he found that “over 13 percent of all villagers were
regularly away from the community for several months cach year” as
“seasonal migrants” (Lauro, 1979:251). In total, 35.5 percent of vii-
lagers had ever been “‘seasonal migrants,” in the sense that “during
periods of reported residence elsewhere they had returned to the
community to participate in rice farming activities™; 17.9 percent
were classified as “‘return migrants,” having returned to the village
after an absence of one year or more. An important finding from
Lauro’s survey is that the rate of seasonal movement had increased
dramatically, an upsurge first occurring in the carty 1960s. The num-
ber of villagers becoming seasonal movers for the first time tripled be-
tween the two five-vear periods of 1957—-61 and 1962—66. Further
substantial increases occurred during the mid-197Cs, up te the survey
year of 1976. Expressed in person-years of scasonal migration as a per-
centage of total person-years lived among pcople 15-64 years old,
the rate of seasonal movement tripled from the period 196266 to
the period 1972-76, from 11 to 33 percent (Lauro, 1979:254). By
the mid-1970s, approximately half of all scasonal migrants were mov-
ing to Bangkok.

Rates estimated by Singhanetra-Renard (1981) for movements to
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towns from a village near Chicngmai are lower than those computed
by Lauro, and the movements less oriented toward Bangkok. No com-
parable estimates have yet been published for the Northeastern Region.
In 1979, however, the Labor Department surveyed village headmen
throughout Roi-ct Province in an attempt to estimate the numbers of
villagers who sought work in other provinces “after the harvest.” The
unpublished statistics indicate that, for the province as a whole, 9.7
pereent of the rural population migrated in that one scason alone. Al-
though the accuracy of the survey is difficult to substantiate, the pro-
portion is consistent with recent findings in six Roi-ct villages, as
discussed below.

THE STUDY AREA

Roi-ct was settled relatively carly in the history of the Northeastern
Region, and throughout the nincteenth century it was one of the main
centers of cconomic and political activity beyond Korat. It became
and remains the most densely settled Northeastern province, with 133
persons per square kilometer, compared with 93 for the region. But
the combined effects of events in the last 50 years have created a so-
cial and economic environment highly conducive to the outward move-
ment of the population.

The influences of the modern Thai state and its commercial net-
works have penctrated the province enough to reduce the death rate
and cause population growth there to accclerate rapidly, reaching 3.3
percent per year during 1970--76: to create a strong image in the
minds of the people of a materially better life elsewhere, through the
rapid cconomic growth of Bangkok and of mass communications
(Lightfoot ct al., 1981); and to make distant places far more accessible
than cever before, through the rapid improvement of transportation
services. Atsamat, a district town of 2,000 inhabitants, las a direct
and inexpensive twice-weekly bus service to Bangkok, 700 kilometers
away.

Yetin the face of these changes little has occurred locally either to
provide fc= the needs of greater numbers of people or to improve their
living standards. Roi-ct has practically no frontier lund where the agri-
cultural arca could be extended. Neither traders nor the government
has done much to intensify and modernize agriculture, which is still
dependent almost everywhere on traditional crops, seed varieties, farm-
ing techniques, and rainfall rather than on irrigation. There has been
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little urban development: in 1979 the town of Roi-ct had a population
of 30,209 engaged in administration, commerce, and services rather
than manufacturing. Unlike some other Northeastern towns--Korat,
Khon Kaen, Udornthani, and Ubonratchathani (see Map 1)—-Roi-ct has
never been designated a growth pole. District towns within the prov-
ince have 2,000-5,000 pcople cach, and are distinguished from sur-
rounding villages only by a district office, one or two repair shops, a
few gencral stores and restaurants, and a small morning market for
fresh produce. Ranked by gross provincial product, Roi-et is the sec-
ond poorest of Thailand’s 72 provinces. It had higher net and gross
rates of migration to Bangkok during 1965—70 than any other North-
castern province, as shown in Table 1. Rates of out-movement have
probably increased since.

Little more would nced be said if one were seeking a macrolevel
understanding of movement out of Roi-et. But questions remain that
are central to any attempt at assessing the effects of rural-to-urban
movement, and at controlling or managing the process. It is in an ef-
fort to answer these questions that our analysis of movement focuses
on interpersonal networks.

DATA

This analysis of movement at the “rural end” is based on field work
conducted in 1979 in six villages in Atsamat District, Roi-ct. Aside
from many semi-structured conversations that provided the basis for
qualitative obscrvations, formal interviews in 356 houscholds consti-
tuted the principal source of data. Houschold registration cards, cor-
roborated and amended by village headmen, provided the sampling
frame. We used random sampling procedures, with the proviso that
households would be included only if they contained at least one male
or one never married female between the ages of 15 and 39 who was
presently living in the household. In each houschold separate inter-
views were conducted with the houschold head and a member of the
household between ages 15 and 39, either a male or a never married
female. The sample included about 50 percent of the houscholds in
each of the six villages.

All the demographic and movement data from the Roi-et survey are
from a representative of each sampled houschold, normally the head
or the spouse of the head of the household. Respondents were asked
to provide information for all persons over the age of 10 whom they
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MAP 1 Northeastern Thailand and Roi-et Province
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considercd to be members of their households. Regarding out-
movement, houschold heads were asked which members had been ab-
sent for one night or longer during eack o1 tour agricultural seasons
per year over a three-year refereroe period, from the ““before-harvest”
scason of 1976 to the “planting” season of 1979, or a total of 12 sca-
sons. For the once year (four scasons) prior to the interview, heads
were also asked what proportion ot cach season had houschold mem-
bers spent in the village and what proportion had they spent in the



TABLE 1 Five-year migration from Northeastern provinces to Bangkok: 1965—70

Rate of Rate of Net rate of
Population, Migrants Migrants migration migration migration

Province ages 5+ to Bangkok from Bangkok  from Bangkok to Bangkok to Bangkok
Kalasin 459,121 1,878 505 0.1 0.4 0.3
Khon Kaen 853,103 4,864 2,826 0.3 0.6 0.2
Chaiyaphum 155,398 2,441 608 0.1 0.5 0.4
Nakhon Phanom 461,843 1,139 925 0.2 0.2 0.0
Nakhon Ratchasima 1,223,930 13,143 6,500 0.5 1.1 0.5
Buriram 644,215 3,156 837 0.1 0.5 0.4
Mahasarakham 446,625 3,164 616 0.1 0.7 0.6
ROI-ET 638,053 9,976 1,011 0.2 1.6 1.4
Loei 267,127 487 494 0.2 0.z 0.0
Sisaket 646,461 4,907 734 0.1 0.8 0.6
Sakon Nakhon 484,317 1,212 686 0.1 0.3 0.1
Surin 620,605 4,734 753 0.1 0.8 0.6
Nongkhai 359,759 838 724 0.2 0.2 0.0
Udonthani 893,866 2,626 3,457 0.4 0.3 0.1
Uben Ratchathani 1,204,028 12,218 2,916 0.2 1.0 0.8

SOURCE: 1970 Census volumes for Phra Nakhon and Thonburi provinces.
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place of destination. These questions were designed to capture the full
range of movement from the brief visits to town by villagers and the
cqually brief returns home by people now living most of the time in
town, to the once-only move to town that might become a permanent
change of residence. By using houschold heads as informants, we
could gather data both for people in the village and those away at the
t.mc of the survey. A related survey was used to collect information
from individuals concerning their moving experiences. The reference
to agricultural seasons was intended both to aid the memories of the
informants and to facilitate analysis of the temporal patterns of move-
ment in relation to the variations in demand for farm labor.

Onc of the measurement problems associated with this procedure is
the demand it makes on the memories of the informants. This problem
was ininimized by careful interviewing, with cross-checks wherever
possible between responses to different questions, and with references
to specific events to jog respondents’ memories. Other problems are
partly of measurement and partly conceptual. Given the fluid, con-
tinuous process of movement in and out of the study villages, housc-
hold membership is difficult to define adequately. How should some-
one be classified who has been living in town for several years, but
makes occasional village visits to bring money or help with the harvest?
Is he sti!l a houschold member and are his moves therefore to be in-
cluded in the analysis, or not? In his movements he may behave in
precisely the same way whether he is married or single; should mar-
riage therefore affect the category into which he is placed? What of
the man who spends half his time in the village and halfin town, and
has a house, work, and family in cach location? These are some of the
conceptual problems, whose resolution affects the way in which rates
of movement are calculated, as do differences among houschold heads
in their criteria for deciding who is a housechold member and who is
not. The complexitics of the houschold’s role in migration decisions
are discussed later. For the time being it can be said that we deemed
people to have left the houschold if they were absent for an extended
period, did not contribute to the houschold economically, and, most
importantly, if they had married. Absence and noncontribution, or
absence and marriage, would usually be enough for a former member
not to be counted as a member at the time of the survey, but no one
of these characteristics would normally be sufficient by itself for
exclusion,
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The six study villages vary in size, with populations of 72 to 163
households, or from 480 to 1,100 people, in 1979. They are grouped
in two communes, Nong Muun Than and Phon Muang, separated by
25-35 kilometers, rt 60—80 minutes by car (See Map 2). At the time
of the survey there was practically no sealed road in the entire district.
Each village was accessible by car at all scasons of the ycar, although
this had been true only since the creation of new minor roads under
the Tambon Development Program, inaugurated in 1975. Prior to that
year access by vehicle during the rainy season, from June through
October, was at best uncertain. Even the present roads occasionally
become impassable through flooding and crosion. Transport services
are now generally good, there being many privately run motorcycles,
minibuses, and pick-up trucks available for passengers.

As for commercial services, each of the six villages has at least one
rice mill. The larger villages each have one or two shops selling basic
howsehold goods. Each village has a primary school; one village—

MAP 2 The study villages in Atsamat District, Roi-et Province
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Nong Muun Than—also has a secondary school for children up to the
age of 15.1

A second, complementary survey was conducted in Bangkok and
included 788 people who had moved from any Northeastern province
and were currently working in the capital. The sampling method in
this case was purposive in nature, thus avoiding the enormous prob-
lems of obtaining an equal probability sample of Northeastern mi-
grants in a city of 5 million people. Interviewers were instructed to
scarch in parts of Bungkok known to have concentrations of North-
casterners, such as the Hua Lampong arca, and gradually to build up
lists of places where individuals could be interviewed. In all cases inter-
views were conducted, with the employers’ approval, at places of
work. We used quotas to ensure that the sample included adequate
numbers in varicus occupations. The survey yiclded valuable insights
into movers’ experiences in Bangkok; nevertheless, the nature of the
sample means that any inferences about the total population of North-
casterners in the city must be made with great caution.

Tables 2 and 3 summarize the distribution of the Bangkok sample
by occupation and by province of origin. On the basis + * National Sta-
tistical Office (NSO) surveys of migrants in Bangkok, it scems likely
that Northeasterners working in government jobs were overrepresented
in our sample, whereas those in laboring and factory employment were
underrepresented (NSO, 1978a). Noteworthy is the large number of
movers from Roi-ct (Table 3), particularly in relation to the totul pop-
ulation of the province (see Table 1), which confirms that the high
rate of out-movement to Bangkok identified in the 1970 census was
continuing.

1 One final point should be made concerning data collection in the study villages.
The survey was conducted in conjunction with a controlled experiment in the
use of information as a means of redirecting movement toward Northeastern
towns as opposed to Bangkok. Thae results of that experiment are discussed
elsewhere (Fuller and Lightfoot. 1982). Bricfly, the level of movement to
towns within the Northeastern region increased during the seven-month period
when the information program operated, for particular groups of villagers in
three out of the six study villages. Owing to aggregation {or the purposes of the
present paper, however, few of the figures presented below have been notice-
ably affected by the information program. A few instances in which figures
may have becn distorted in this way are footnoted.
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TABLE 2 Northeastern migrants in Bangkok: distribution of the
sample by occupation

Occupation Number Percentage
Unskilled laborer 72 9.1
Servant or housckeeper 102 12.9
Construction worker 90 11.4
Bus conductor or driver 93 11.8
Repairman or skilled worker 84 10.7
Government official or worker 110 14.0
Entertainer (singer, actor, etc.) 45 5.7
Vendor 47 6.0
Service provider 60 7.6
Factory worker 72 9.1
Professionat 12 1.5
Unknown 1 0.1
All occupations 788 99.9

NOTE: Percentages do not sum to 100.0 because of rounding
SOU RCE: Survey of Northeasterners in Bangkok.

MOBILITY RATES

The high rates of mobility among Roi-ct people stem from long-
established traditions of movement. The Thai-Lao people are relative
newcomers to the Northeast of Thailand, and migration associated
with the filling-in of the settlement pattern is continuing in some

areas (Ng, 1969). Therc is a long tradition of movement to avoid the
occasionally unreasonable demands by local princes for rice and la-
bor. Moreover, there is the tradition of pay thiaw, according to which
young men, often in groups, travel in scarch of adventure, money, and
wives (Kirsch, 1966). Finally, Buddhist monks have traveled exten-
sively in certain scasons of the year for educational purposes, establish-
ing links between temples; and those links in turn have been conducive
to moves of a more secular kind. Much of the movement between the
Northeast and Bangkok before about 1950 seems to have been related
to links established between monks and temples.2 There is no evidence

2 There is evidence from Northern Thailand that, at least in the area of Chiang-
kham, movement in association with trade in the late nineteenth century was
considerably more extensive than is generally realized (Moerman, [975). The
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TABLE 3 Northeastern migrants in Bangkok: distribution of the
sample by province of origin

Province Number Percentage
Ubon Ratchathani 116 14.7
Roi-et 91 11.5
Nakhon Ratchasima 77 9.8
Khon Kaen 67 8.5
Surin 58 7.4
Yasothon? 57 7.2
Chaiyaphum 51 6.5
Udonthani 46 5.8
Mahasarakham 39 4.9
Sisaket 37 4.7
Sakon Nakhon 37 4.7
Kalasin 32 4.1
Buriram 27 3.4
Nongkhai 26 3.3
Nakhon Phanom 23 2.9
Loei 3 0.4
Province not stated 1 0.1
All provinces 788 99.9

NOTE: Percentages do not sum to 100.0 because of rounding.
a Yasothon was created out of Ubon Ratchathani Province after the 1970 census.
SOURCE: Survey of Northeasterners in Bangkok.

as to whether people from Atsamat joined the seasonal movement of
Northeasterners to farms in the Central Region in the carly decades of
this century (Johnston, 1976). Studies in Bangkok as well as data from
this study show that movement from Roi-et to the capital was well
established by the mid-1950s. Several membe:s of the study villages
had made what was then a difficult journey, walking for most of the
150 kilometers to the railway station at Ban Phai.

Rural-to-urban movement has become an integral part of the social
and economic life of the six study villages. Depending somewhat on
the time of year, there is cither a noticeable absence of young people
and many heads of households, or a constant coming and going as

historical significance of trade in initiating population movements in the North-
castern Region is still to be explored.
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movers leave their villages and return from their temporary stays in
town. Even those who have not moved recently have friends and rela-
tives in town; and opportunities, problems, and acquaintances in town
are common topics of conversation.

Among the population of ages 10 and over who were regarded as
members of the sampled households in 1979, 23 percent had spent
some time in town during the preceding three years. During the three-
year reference period a total of 962 rural-urban moves were made by
442 people out of a total of 1,923 people in 356 houscholds. Move-
ment had occurred from 77 percent of all sampied houscholds.

This movement was heavily oriented toward the city of Bangkok,
the destination for 57 percent of all rural-to-urban moves. Sixteen
percent of the population over the age of 10 had spent some time in
Bangkok during the three years, 59 percent of all houscholds had some
form of migratory link with the capital, and in some cases as many as
four houschold members had moved there. By comparison, only 32
percent of the houscholds had migratory links with any Northeastern
town, and only 7 percent of the population over the age of 10 had
moved to any town within the Northeast Region. Less than 1 pereent
had moved to both Bangkok and 4 Northeastern town and about 1
percent had moved to other towns besides Bangkok and those in the
Northeast.

Most of the moves were circular and involved fairly short periods
spent in towns at any one stretch. Among movers who had visited
Bangkok and were in the study villages during the survey period, 31
percent had stayed in Bangkok for 30 days or less. But 41 percent had
stayed for longei than 90 days on any one visit. Most of those who
had moved had done so more than once, the mean number of moves
being 2.2 per person.

Before investigating the processes underlying these rather starkly
presented figures it is instructive to compare the rates derived from
this study with those of the census and registration system. The 1970
census indicates that the number of pcople moving from Roi-ct to
Bangkok during the period 1965—70 amounted to only 1.6 percent of
the population 5 years old and over living in Roi-ct Province in 1970
(Table 1). A more recent source, the residential register, records a rate
of out-movement from Roi-ct to all destinations of 1.6 percent per
ycar for the period 1975--77. The differences between the census and
registration system figures may reflect in part an increased rate of
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movement during the 1970s. The more important differences lie be-
tween those two rates and that from the surveys of the six study
villages. Owing to their short duration, most of the moves recorded in
the course of this study would be missed by both of the other two
sources. The registration system would miss them because people are
unlikely to go to the trouble of registering their moves when they ex-
pect, as most movers do, to return sooner or later to their home vil-
lages. The number of out-moves actually registered for people still
living who had once lived in the six study villages amounted to only
10 percent of the total number of people absent from the villages at
the time of the survey. The census would miss most of the short-term
moves, cven if they happened to coincide with the time at which the
census was conducted, because it records plice of residence on a de
jure rather than a de facto basis.

Therefore, although both the census and the registration system
identify Roi-ct as a province with a greater than average rate of out-
migration, those sources greatly understate the total volume of move-
ment that has been taking place. Movement is dominated by short-
term, repeated, circular moves rather than by once-only rural-to-urban
transfers of the Roi-ct population. Both the survey and the census
data show that Bungkok is by far the most important destination. A
question that cannot at present be answered is whether similar relation-
ships among census, registration, and village survey data could be
identified in other Thai provinces.

NETWORKS

The networks of interest are the houschold, the labor-exchange group
(which in some respects is an extension of the houschold within the
village), the peer group, and patron-client links. After outlining the
main characteristics of these networks that are relevant to rural-to-
urban movement, we assess their effects and the ways in which they
are affected by movement, focusing on selected characteristics of
movers, the spatial pattems of moves, the timing and duration of
moves, and the movers’ experiences in towns.

The houschold consists of relatives who live together most of the
time and sharc work responsibilitics and a common purse. The size of
housrholds in the stindy villages ranged from two to 14 persons; the
mean was 6.8. Such figures fail to show the almost continuous state of
change in a houschold, as children mature and take on increasing
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economic roles, making both demands on and contributions to the
household as a whole. When they marry, an associated change is the
addition of a spousc to tiic household or the departure of the married
son or daughter to a different household, accompanied by the gain or
loss of the brideprice. With these variations in size and structure,
households have varying degrees of ability and inclination to respond
through migration to econoic hardships or to capitalize on oppor-
tunities caused by general economic development. Household size and
composition might therefore influence not only the propensity to
move, but also the tendency toward economic differentiation so often
observed within villages.

The usual pattern is for husbands to move into the honses of their
parents-in-law in the carly years of marriage, before setting up a sepa-
rate household. It is considered nonnal for the youngest daughter and
her husband to stay on in her parents’ house, which they eventually
inherit. Conscquently, the composition of a houschold tends to pass
through several stages, beginning with the young nuclear family and
followed by two or three married children and their spouses residing
there with their own children; gradually the married children depart,
leaving the youngest daughter with her own family and a surviving
parent,

This dynamic, changing nature of interpersonal relations within the
houschold is important to bear in mind when assessing the influence
of the household on rural-to-urban movement. In spite of commonly
repeated asserticns about the strength of the houschold as a social unit
in peasant socicties, and in the Thai case about the importance of bun
khun3 in cementing relattons among households, there is a constant
process of disintegration and reformulation of households. The Thai
literature presents two quite different interpretations of how the
houschold network affects and is affected by the process of movement
from rural to urban areas.

Lefferts (1974), in his analysis of daily commuting into the city of
Khon Kaen, represented the urban economy as an opportunity for
farm families and villages to increase their resources through income-
carning activities. Commuting of houschold members, he suggested,
was an attempt by houschold heads to extend the income-~arning
potential of the household. We may extend this view by portraying at

3 The term bun khun refers to children’s sense of continued obligation to their
parents, in reciprocation for their parents’ care for them as children.
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least some household heads as encouraging their children to take ad-
vantage of whatever urban opportunities are available, in the interests
of both the child and, through remittances of cash, the household.
This interpretation is consistent at the microlevel with Griffin’s (1976)
broader view of out-movement as beneficial to rural economies. In con-
trast, Klausner (1972) saw increased rates of movement by young peo-
ple from Ubonratchathani to Bangkok as a sign of the breakdown of
family and village socicty, and particularly of losses of labor in the vil-
lage in defiance of the wishes of older village residents. Thus in Grif-
fin’s view the family plays a positive role in migration to the city and
benefits from it, whereas according to Klausner the family is the un-
willing victim of whatever processes outside the houschold give rise to
movement to town.

It appears at first sight that family conflicts over decisions about
moving to town arc unlikely to arise, because most household heads
scem to favor urbanward movement by houschold members. They per-
cieve there to be more economic and other advantages than disadvan-
tages to themselves and to the movers. For most houschold heads,
however, support for the idea of moving is equivocal: many would pre-
fer their children to move to towns within the Northeastern Region
than to Bangkok, mainly because the shorter distances involved would
enable movers to return to the village more frequently (Lightfoot et al.,
1981).

In Roi-ct there was considerably more willingness among houschold
heads to have their sons move than for their daughters to leave home.
The reason for this preference was that heads feared more for their
daughters than for their sons in town, but they generally considered
daughters to be more reliable in sending money home to the house-
hold. Most importantly, houschold heads’ support for moving vsas con-
ditional upon the mover returning each planting and harvest scason, so
that there would be no significant loss of family labor on the farm.
This proviso was strongly expressed by many household heads.

Although many prospective movers acknowledged their parents’
influence on moving decisions, it would be an exaggeration to say that
houschold heads controlled the movements of all members of their
houscholds. Among respondents 1 5-39 years of age who were not
themselves houschold heads, 65 percent said they would follow the
advice of their household head concerning any move; thus over a third
would apparently not feel constrained in this way. Almost half (47
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percent) of the Northeasterners intcrviewed in Bangkok said that their
parents had not approved of their decisions to move.

Labor-exchange groups consist of households, usually within a
single village, that cooperate in performing tasks requiring more labor
than is available within each houschold individually. A few members
from as many as ten houscholds help with the planting, harvesting, or
threshing of rice, or with less regular tasks such as house construction.
There is an understanding that cach participating houschold will bene-
fit in proportion to the assistance it contributes to the group. The
precise nature of such long khaek agreements varies from place to
place and over time; the agreements often include the provision of
food for the workers by cach “host” in turn, and may extend to some
form of assistance for member houscholds whose vrops fail.

The labor-exchange network is composed of houscholds rather than
individuals, and if it affects the propensity of any individual to move
it does so through the household head. He is aware that having a
household member move to town during the planting or harvest sca-
son will entail not only a loss of that member’s labor, but also a reduc-
tion or loss of the benefits of membership in the labor-exchange group,
most importantly the ability to call on a relatively large labor force at
crucial periods in the agricultural calendar. Similarly, the absence of
individuals at those times affects the labor-exchange group as a whole
through the houschold, resulting in a reduction of both total labor
and the level of cooperation among houscholds.

The importance of labor-cxchange groups has declined considerably
throughout Northeastern Thailand as a result of the gencral monetiza-
tion of the economy. Independently of rural-to-urban movement,
people with enough land and a large enough cash income are able to
pay for farm labor, and this has helped undermine the cooperative
principle of the long khaek tradition.

Peer groups consist of friends, usually of the same sex and of about
the same age and economic, social, and political standing. They may
overlap to a considerable extent with labor-exchange groups. In North-
eastern Thai culture much value is put on triendship and the mainte-
nance of peer-group relations, as encapsulated in the prevalent concept
of phuuk siaw (“‘binding together’), or solidarity and loyalty among
friends. These relations may be highly influential networks in condi-
tioning the movement process, in several ways. They represent the
most immediately accessible social grouping outside of the houschold;
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and any ideas, information, or obligations that are circulated within
the networks almost inevitably carry a good deal of weight. Morcover,
peer groups have often cooperated in both traditional and modern
movements to cither rural or urban arcas, and this shared experience
has reinforced the structure of the groups. There are many stories
about four, six, or ten young men leaving the village together in search
of work. Johnston (1976) has written of much larger groups moving
from the Northeast to the Central Plain in the late nincteenth and
carly twentieth centuries. Houschold heads in our study villages re-
ported that they worried less about their children who moved in
groups, which are believed to afford both protection and a source of
continued contact with the village, than they did about childrcn who
left home alone. Thus the existence of peer groups not only inercases
the prospective movers’ confidence about moving, but also serves to
neutralize a houschold head’s opposition to his son’s or daughter’s
move. There are cases of friends alternating their urban visits, taking
turns to stay in the same room in town and to look after cach other’s
village responsibilities. Finally, the long experience of cityward move-
ment in the villages means that most peer groups include at any one
moment at least one member who is in town. Eighty percent of re-
spondents of ages 15--39 in our study knew and could provide per-
sonal details of at lcast one such person, and it was common for
respondents to know half a dozen or more temporary or permanent
urban dwellers. Most of these urban contacts were from the same vil-
lage, but in some casces they included people whom the respondent
had met on a previous vis;* to town, Contact was maintained with
fricnds in town both directly through occasional visits in both direc-
tions and through letters and messages taken by other circular movers.
Such fricnds were crucially important as sources of information about
jobs and other opportunitics in town, and they were alimost always
considered able and willing to provide housing and help in looking for
work should a villager move to town.

Much has been written about the role of patronclient relationships
in Thai and other Southcast Asian societies (Scott and Kerkvliet,
1973; Rabibhadana, 1969; Mulder, 1978). The term “patron-client
relationship” is used here in a broad sense, to indicate a dyadic rela-
tionship rather than a nctwork, onc involving people at different social,
cconomic, and political levels, and which is defined by those differ-
ences in levels. The more powerful partner in the relationship, with



20 Circulation and Interpersonal Networks: Northeastern Thailand

greater access to a variety of resources, is able te help his clients gain
some degree of access to those resources. Scott and Kerkvliet differ-
entiate patron-client links from other vertical, dyadic tics that are
more functional or coercive. Patron-client links “involve a diffuse and
flexible pattern of reciprocity between a powerful man and his fol-
lower” (p. 244). The tic is more onc of friendship than of contract,
and the rewards to cach partner lic in nonmaterial and indirectly ma-
terial benefits such as “loyalty™ and “protection,” as well as in directly
material advantages. Nevertheless, Scott and Kerkvliet (1973) and
Siamwalla (1980) discuss the transformation of many patron-client
links toward more functional and exploitive forms us part of the pro-
cess of modernization. For today’s Northeastern Thai villager, patrons
may be burcaucrats, peliticians, or simply wealthy men who arc in a
position to help their clients, or luk nongs, by giving work, administra-
tive favors, or advice, or by lending moncy, land, cr goods in exchange
for labor, rent, and loyalty. They may also be local traders or nmongey
lenders who are powerful enough to dictate or strongly influence local
rates for interest, wages, and crop prices, particularly where poor farm-
ers have no choice but to sell rights to their crops in order to survive
financially until harvest time.

Like peer groups, patron-client links in Roi-ct commonly ex tend
into urban arcas and influence rural-to-urban movement. Urban-based
patrons are in a position not only to help migrants to find work, but
also to provide work. They may be employers themselves, or foremen
who prefer to hire people whom they already know or have heard
about from others. They assist the newcomers because they benefit
from a degree of continuity in their labor force, and from knowing
something of the origins of their workers, or because they have some
personal link with the village and a resulting sense of obligation. Tex-
tor (1961) and Scott (1976) have noted cases in which patron loyaltics
have been mobilized for political purposes within Bangkok. Patrons’
favors in urban arcas, like those in villages, often extend beyond sim-
ply providing work; they commonly include the provision of shelter.

Our study of Northeasterners in Bangkok showed that 47 percent
>f circular movers stayed with their employers. Such hospitality on
‘he part of patrons is even more common for migrants working in the
sonstruction industry, where temporary accommodation is provided
on the site as a matter of course. But the number of movers and pro-
ipective movers who knew patrons able to provide work was quite
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small even in such a high-mobility arca as Roi-ct, where one would
expect the proportion to be higher than elsewhere: 5 percent of re-
spondents, including some with and others without the experience of
having moved to town themselves, knew someone who they said was
in a position to previde employment.

No doubt it is partly because of the links provided by both patron-
client and peer-group networks that those in the study villages with a
history of circular movement reported little difficulty in finding work
in town. To the extent that recent movers do face an uncmployment
problem, as in the case reported by Chamratrithirong (1979) of the 12
percent of males and 9 percent of females who failed to find work
after over 90 days in Bangkok, the problem may be greatest for those
moving from arcas without the well-established rural-urban interaction
networks that exist in the study villages.

One must also bear in mind the propensity of rural Thais to make
decisions and act independently of social and economic networks. The
independence of individuals and the resulting “loose structure” of
Thai society have been widely discussed in the sociological literature
(Embree, 1950; Evers, 1969; Mulder, 1978). When asked the reasons
for a particular decision, and who influenced them, many farmers
claim not to have had or needed any advice, and to have acted on their
own initiative. This pattern of behavior has become more plausible
with the coming of mass communications. Most houscholds now have
radios, visiting mobile theaters occasionally show movies, and in the
study villages contact with towns is so common that most residents
have at least a generalized image of city life. Nevertheless, the key
questions are not whether social and economic networks condition
movement, but how much and in what ways they do so, allowing
greater or lesser latitude for individuals; and what the effects of move-
ment are on other members of those networks.

SPATIAL PATTERNS OF MOVEMENT

The migration literature includes many accounts of movers following
relatives and friends to the same town and even to the same arca of
town, the same boarding house, the same type of work, and the same
employcer. The result is that underlying the aggregate patterns of move-
ment between provinees and regions are highly place-specific routes
linking particular villages with particular urban destinsitions, estab-
lished and sustained through the medium of information and offers of
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help sent or taken back by earlicr movers. Much movement in Thai-
land conforms to such micropatterns. Most people in the villages of
Roict moved only when they knew of a specific job and place to stay;
and information about both almost invariably came from cither the
movers’ own experience and urban contacts, or from fellow villagers
already in town. Destinations for working males were most commonly
construction sites, factories, and taxi-driving jobs, in many instances
obtained through the same foremen or taxi-fleet owners. Female
movers, who according to Chamratrithirong (1979) are more likely
than males to have arranged a job before moving, tended to work in
factories and as house servants. They too depended heavily on friends
from their home villages for information about these jobs. Repeated
moves to relatively specialized industries engender skills and a useful
ramiliarity with those industrics, as Stretton (1981) has demonstrated
with respect to construction workers in Manila. Skills reinforce the
influence of peer-group and patron-client networks on the prospective
mover’s choice of destination.

As we noted carlier, most movement from Roi-ct was to Bangkok.
There were also links between the study villages and the tin industry
in southern Thailand; sugar refineries in Kanchanaburi, a province be-
yond Bangkok, but from which trucks were sent once a year to re-
cruit and transport laborers to the sugar arcas for the harvest period
(Breman, 1978/79); the sea-going fishing industry of Chantaburi; and
some towns within the Northeast, particularly Roi-et and Khon Kaen.
But most of these links were specific to particular households and
groups of houscholds, and, significantly, there was no village-wide
pool of information about urban opportunities. Thus houscholds and
peer groups within villages were important networks for conditioning
destination choices. As we reported carlier, houschold heads preferred
their houschold members to move to Northeastern towns, and the
orientation of most moves toward Bangkok suggests some degree of
conflict between the heads’ preferences and the spatial distribution of
prospective movers’ urban contacts. Most movers would not consider
going to any town other than Bangkok because they had no informa-
tion about opportunitics elsewhere, and no friends or relatives with
whom to stay.

One shouid be careful not to overstate the importance of village-
urban networks in determining destination choices, especially in view
of the Thai predilection for personal freedom. Once in town movers



Spatial Patterns of Movement 23

become involved in urban networks, often quite independently of any
links with their home villages. Qur data indicate that “branching out”
socially is usually a slow, difficult, and not particularly necessary or
desirable process for the Northeasterner. Nevertheless, Chamratrithi-
rong (1979) found that after less than six months in Bangkok 21 per-
cent of male and 16 percent of female movers fiom all regions had
established *“very close” relationships with new city-based neighbors.
He also observed an associated tendency toward increcasingly “urban”
behavior patterns among movers to Bangkok.

One would expect that with increased urban expericnce a mover
would be less likely to follow well-trodden village-city routes and more
likely to establish new routes for villagers whom he or she was spon-
soring. Conscquently, within a broad framework the microlevel spatial
patterns of rural-to-urban moves can be expected to be in an almost
constant state of change. Nevertheless, most changes in destinations
on successive visits occur within the same city: as we noted carlier,
only 1 percent of the population of the study villages had moved to
both Bangkok and a Northeastern town during the three-year refer-
ence period. One result of the importance of personal networks in
initiating and maintaining rural-to-urban movement is a great deal of
incrtia in the general spatial orientations of movement. Regardless of
the actual distribution of jobs and other opportunitics, prospective
movers almost always follow their friends and relatives to the same
towns, if not to the same jobs, unless other equally credible informa-
tion networks arc established to link them with alternative destina-
tions.

CHARACTERISTICS OF MOVERS

Demographic and household characteristics

Although there are occasional conflicts within households as to who
should move, where, and when, the variations in propensity to move
shown in Table 4 show that social constraints on movement continue
to operate with considerable effect within the villages, making rural-to-
urban movement a highly selective process. Without at this stage mak-
ing any distinction by duration or frequency of absence, we sec that
the highest rates of movement occurred among single pcople in the

age group 25--29. In fact, for single people of both sexes the propen-
sity to move increased steadily till the age of 30, after which the



TABLE 4 Prevortions of Northeastern villagers who moved at least once during 1976—79, by marital
status, relation to household head, sex, and age group

144

. Age group
e . 10-14 15-19 20-24 25-29 3039 1549 50+
and sex No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. %
MARRIED
Head

Male 2 * 9 44 70 39 70 17 104

Female? 6 17 17 O 9 4 71 0 77 1
Not nead

Male 1 = 5 40 36 53 49 41 60 28 13 23 8 0

Female? 1 * 13 31 62 32 41 12 42 5 5 0 7 0
SINGLE
Head

Male 3 *

Female 2 * 1 * 1 * 1 *
Not head

Male 183 2 181 44 104 68 43 77 11 45 3 *

Female 173 5 163 52 65 62 8 75 7 0 3 =* 1 *
WIDOWED/DIVORCED
Male 1 * 2 3 = 3 =* 16 0
Female 3 * 3 * 5 20 16 6 52 O

* Sample size (fewer than 5) too small for percentage to be meaningful.
a In the case of females, '*head"” is defined as head of household or wife of head.
SOURCE: Survey of villagers in Atsamat District, Roi-et Province.
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numbers become too small to make confident statements. This in-
crease is obscured by the fact that the greatest numbers of movers are
considerably younger, 37 percent under the age of 20 and 67 percent
under the age of 25 in our sample. The high rates of movement for
young females, higher than the rates for males up to the age of 20, re-
flect the increasing mobility of Thai women noted by Arnold (1978).
This mobility of young women is curious in view of many houschold
heads’ reluctance to have their daughters move, and particularly be-
cause female movers are more likely than their male counterparts to
move to Bangkok, the least-favored urban destination from houschold
heads’ viewpoint. The Bangkok bias among female movers probably
reflects the greater availability of opportunities there for female em-
ployment; but the generally high propensity of young unmarried
women to move indicates the importance of social and economic net-
works outside the houseiiold in overcoming the preferences and in
some cases the commands of houschold heads with respect ¢o their
children’s behavior.

Table 4 shows that marriage reduces the propensity to move. Its ef-
fect is understated in this table because many of the moves recorded
for persons who were married at the time of our interviews probably
occurred while those persons were siill single. The figures strongly sug-
gest that marriage limits female mobility far more than male mobility,
especially for women who ure either heads or wives of heads of house-
holds: 39 percent of married male heads of houscholds in the 30-39
age group had moved during the three-year reference period, compared
with only 4 percent of women who v re married and cither heads or
wives of heads.

Married men of ages 25--39 werc more likely to have moved if they
were heads of houscholds than if they were living as subordinate mem-
bers of an extended family. One reason may be that as houschold
heads they had greater decision-making power than other inen and
were thus more able to tuke advantage of urban opportunitics. But the
principal reason is that they were heads of relatively young, nuclear
familics in which they had the greatest potential for generating in-
come. Their houscholds lacked adult labor for the farm, and therefore
opportunities for increasing income within the village were very lim-
ited; and there was no one else within their houscholds capable of
seeking work in town. The propensity of these heads to move was
therefore a rational response to difficult circumstances while the
houschold was passing through a particular stage.
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Economic characteristics

Whatever the role is of household size and structure in influencing the
moving decisions of members, one would cxpect cconomic status to
have an iinportant influence on such decisions. Analysis at the level of
the individual is hampered, however, by two complicating factors.
First, the individual’s perception of cconomic circumstances may be
more important than his or her actual economic level in the decision-
making process. Perceived cconomic level is a function of the inter-
play among the houschold, peer-group, and patron-client networks,
for it is from information acquired and assimilated through the last
two that any sense of relative wealth or deprivation, or of oppor-
tunities clsewhere, is established in the mind of the individual villager.
Consequently, a poor houschold apparently most in need of having a
member go to carn money in town may be constrained from doing so
by its exclusion from peer-group and patron-client networks that make
urban opportunities familiar and accessible. Second, the relationship
between economic well-being, whether perceived or absolute, and pro-
pensity to move is not linear. Although, for example, Roi-ct’s high
level of out-movement may be attributed to general poverty, the mi-
gration literature indicates that the poorest individuals within any lo-
cality are not necessarily the most likely to niove to town. Some, such
as those who have lost their land, may be driven to move as a matter
of survival, but such cases arec unusual in Northeastein Thailand. Mov-
ing to town in scarch of an alternative or supplementary source of live-
lihood involves risk, and the poorest are the least likely to take chances
that may jeopardize whatever slender resources they have. In contrast,
the relatively wealthy arc most able to withstand the loss of some fam-
ily labor and the costs of moving, and can therefore capitalize on ur-
ban opportunitics. Bearing these points in mind, there is no reason to
expect simple relationships between measures of economic welfare
and propensity to move.

Since rice farming was the principal occupation and source of in-
come for 93 percent of the households, farm size is an indication of
cconomic level. The mean area of land farmed was 4.6 hecetares (29
rai) per houschold, and as shown in Table 5 most farmers were owners
of their land. Eighty-six percent owned all the land that they used;
renting neither to nor from others; 9 percent rented some or all of
their land from others; 4 percent rented some or all of their land to
others. Renting to others was associated with an inadequate supply of
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TABLE 5 Percentage distribution of households by land-ownership
class and township

Nong Muun  Phon

Class Than Muang Total
No land owned or used 2 1 1
None owned, all rented from others 6 2 4
Some owned, some rented from others 4 6 5
All owned, none rented from or to others 82 89 86
Some owned, some rented to others 5 1 3
All land rented to others 2 1 1
All classes 101 100 100

SOURCE: Survey of villagers in Atsamat District, Roi-et Province.

family labor, as in cases where the male household head had died or
left, rather than with a particularly large size of holding. There were
only the earliest signs of the emergence of a true rentier class within
these villages, which were characteristic in this respect of most of
Northeastern Thailand.

Nevertheless there were considerable variations in the size and ade-
quacy of farms within the area. As shown in Table 6 a large group of
farmers may be described as having an intermediate level of economic
well-being. Almost one half (47 percent) of all farmers owned from
0.24 to 0.71 hectares of paddy land for cach member of the house-
hold; few in this group rented to or from others. Some farmers were
considcrably better off than the average, however. The median amount
of land owned was 0.56 hectares per houschold member, but 21 per-
cent had over 0.96, and 12 percent had over 1.2 hectares. At the lower
end of the scale were households markedly disadvantaged even by
local standards. Seventeen percent of the houscholds owned under
0.24 hectares per household member, including 5 percent who owned
no land at all. Almost half of those owning 0.16 hectares or less per
household member used rented land ecither exclusively or to supple-
ment what they owned.

To measure perceived economic level, we asked respondents
whether they considered their land adequate to meet the economic
nceds of their households. Their responses were subjective and did not
necessarily bear much relationship to an outsider’s view of what was
adequate. Sixty-nine percent of the houschold heads said their land
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TABLE 6 Movement rates by amount of land owned per person and
perceived adequacy of land

Percentage in each class with

Amount owned Farm-size class movers to:
(hectares) per  and adequacy of Percent All NE
person land (rai?) of sample towns Bangkok towns
<0.24 <1.5
Adequate 5 83 61 22
Not adequate 12 70 63 25
Total 17 75 62 24
0.24-0.47 1.5-2.9
Adequate 17 65 51 28
Not adequate 10 77 69 23
Total 27 68 58 26
0.48-0.71 3.0-4.4
Adequate 16 83 63 67
Not adequate 4 60 53 20
Total 20 78 61 42
0.72-0.95 4.5-5.9
Adequate 12 78 68 32
Not adequate 3 60 40 10
Total 15 75 63 27
0.96-1.19 6.0-7.4
Adequate 7 79 67 25
Not adequate 2 67 50 17
Total 9 77 63 23
1.2+ 7.5+
Adequate 12 78 42 48
Not adequate 03 0 0 0
Total 12 76 41 46
All classes
Adeguate 69 76 58 36
Not adequate 31 69 60 21
Total 100 74 58 31

a 6.25rai = 1 hectare.
SOURCE: Survey of villagers in Atsamat District, Roi-et Province,

was adequate, but there were some who were satisfied or dissatisfied
in cach farm-size category (Table 6). Over a quarter (29 percent) of
those with less than 0.24 hectares per houschold member said they
had enough land, and one of the 37 houschold heads owning 1.2



Characteristics of Movers 29

hectares or more per person said his land was inadequate. Although
these responses partly reflect variations in land quality, it is also true
that aspiration levels vary wide!y among households. Nevertheless, in
general the proportions of respondents considering their land adequate
were greatest among houscholds who had the most land per houschold
member.

Table 6 shows no relationship between area of farmland per person
and propensity to move to town. When households are grouped by
farm-size per houschold member, irrespective of land adequacy, the
proportion of houscholds from which movement had occurred varied
only between 68 and 78 percent, and no discernible pattern suggests a
dircct link between the two variables. On disaggregating the groups ac-
cording to pereeived adequacy of land, we find that movement rates
were somewhat higher among those who judged their land to be ade-
quate than among those who considered it inadequate. With all farm-
size classes combined, 76 percent of houscholds with “adequate’ land
had experienced some rural-to-urban movement, but this was true for
a smaller proportion (69 percent) of those with “inadequate” land.
The difference in migration experience is in the same direction within
five of the six land classes.

When the farm-size classes are disaggregated according to destina-
tion, the tendency toward higher mobility rates among houscholds
with “adequate” land is more pronounced for those who moved to
Northeastern towns than for those who moved to Bangkok. Among all
land classes, 36 percent of those with “adequate” land reported some
movement to Northeastern towns, compared with only 21 percent
among those with “inadequate” land. In the case of migrants to Bang-
kok, in contrast, there was virtually no difference between those with
“adequate” and those with “inadequate” land: 58 compared with 60
percent. Similarly, the highest rates of movement to Northeastern
towns occurred among those having the largest farms; within that size
class, the rate of movement to Northeast towns was greater than the
rate of movement to Bangkok. This difference in economic level is re-
lated to the fact that thé population of movers to Bangkok included a
higher proportion of persons moving in scarch of work, whercas mov-
ers to Northeastern towns included a higher proportion going to con-
tinuc their education. Moving for the latter reason, with its high short-
term costs, can be interpreted as a strategy for consolidating or
capitalizing on an already satisfactory cconomic situation, whereas
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moving in search of work was motivated in many cases by a desire to
meet basic family needs that could not be met within the village.

TIMING AND DURATION OF MOVES

The traditional, subsistence-oriented, and alimost monocultural farm-
ing system of the study villages has important intluences on the rural-
to-urban movement process. The low productivity of the farms and
their incapacity to yicld a dependable cash income are important con-
tilbutory causes of outward movement. In addition, rice farming with-
out the aid of artificial irrigation is a highly scasonal activity. North-
eastern Thailand has two aniual peaks of labor input, during July and
August for planting and during December for the harvest. At other
times of the ycar there is little work to be done on the farms. Hence
the timing and duration of rural-urban moves are important to house-
hold heads who want the benefits of a cash income to the houscehold
from urban employment, without reducing the work force of the
houschold at crucial farming periods.

Table 7 shows, for a total of 1,923 people ten years old and over in
356 houscholds, the numbers who were in Bangkok, in a Northeastern
town, or in any other towns for part or all of cach agricultural scason
over the three-year period of our study. Table 8 shows movements for
the same group by duration of move for the year prior to August 1979.
The precise timing of cach farm scason was defined during the inter-
views according to the work patterns of cach particular houschold.

These aggregated figures reveal a scasonal pattern of movement, for
both tables show variations by scason in rates of absence from the
villages. Seasonal variation is most pronounced in relation to move-
ment to Bangkok. In cach year the highest rates ef absence occurred
after the harvest and before the following planting scason, a period of
about six months for most houscholds. In cach ycar approximately
twice as many people were absent in that scason as in the preceding
harvest scason (Table 7).4 Generally, movers were more likely to re-
turn to their villages for the harvest season than for the planting sea-
son. The conventional conclusion would be that most movement is
seasonal and theretore reasonably well articulated with the labor needs
of local farming systems. This conclusion would be consistent with the

4 The high rates of movement to Northeastern towns in the two scasons im-
mediately prior to the 1979 survey (“before planting” and *“planting” in
1979) result at least in part from the information program.



Timing and Duration of Moves 31

TABLE 7 Locations of villagers, by agricultural season

In town for part or all of season

Inrural

area North-

through- eastern Other Total
Season out Bangkok town town No. %
Planting, 1979 1,675 148 83 17 248 13
Before planting, 1979 1,623 210 75 15 300 16
Harvest, 1978 1,765 96 54 8 158 8
Before harvest, 1978 1,662 194 58 9 261 14
Planting, 1978 1,770 97 50 6 153 8
Before planting, 1978 1,659 198 58 8 264 14
Harvest, 1977 1,798 89 39 6 125 7
Before harvest, 1977 1,703 168 40 3 220 M
Planting, 1977 1,798 75 47 3 125 7
Before planting, 1977 1,708 160 47 8 215 11
Harvest, 1976 1,818 64 36 5 105 5
Before harvest, 1976 1,738 137 42 6 185 10

NOTE: N = 1,923; data are missing for a small number of cases in each season.
SOURCE: Survey of villagers in Atsamat District, Roi-et Province.

popular view in Thailand of the nature of movement between the
Northeast and Bangkok.

However, far more complex temporal patterns of movement emerge
when the movements of individuals are considered. They suggest that
the term *“‘seasonal” not only is simplistic, but also disguises an im-
portant lack of articulation between rural-urban movement and the
farming calendar. Table 8 indicates that many absences last for less
than whole seasons, particularly in the long “before planting” season.
Tables 9 and 10 show the variety of circulation regimes followed by
individual movers, and the varying character and spatial orientation of
people associated with different regimes.

In Table 9 the movers are categorized by the temporal patterns of
their moves to towns. Those in town for only one season during the
three years constitute 21 percent of the total. Fifty-two percent of
those single-scason movers were under the age of 20 (Table 10), and a
majority (56 percent) had moved during one or the other of the two
seasons immediately preceding the 1979 survey.® Thus these movers

5 The high incidence of single-season movers in those two seasons probably re-
sulted from the information program described earlier. The program had its



TABLE 8 Numbers and percentages of villagers by portion of agricultural season spent in town

Portion of season and number or percentage of villagers

None Some Half Most All
Season No. % No. % No. % No. % No. %
Pianting, 1979 1,675 87 16 1 12 1 44 2 168 9
Before planting, 1979 1,623 84 =9 2 13 1 59 3 192 10
Harvest, 1978 1,765 92 6 0.3 1 0.05 20 2 121 6
Before harvest, 1978 1,662 86 8 0.4 5 0.3 36 2 212 11

NOTE: N = 1,923; data are missing for a small number of cases in each season.
SOURCE: Survey of villagers in Atsamat District, Roi-et Province.
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TABLE 9 Patterns of absence, by agricultural season, for vi!lagers
who moved to town during 1976—79

Movers, by length
and timing of absence Number Percentage

Those absent during 1 season

Farming scason 40 9
Nonfarming season 51 12
Total 91 21

Those absent during 2+ seasons but not more
than 1 season at a time

Farming seasons only 5 ‘ 1
Nonfarming seasons only 85 19
Both farming and nonfarming seasons 11 2
Total 101 23
Those absent during 2+ seasons consecutively
One consecutive series of seasons 145 33
2+ seasons away separated by periods
at home of 1+ scasons 105 24
Total 250 57
All movers 442 101

NOTE: Percentages do -0t sum to 100 because of rounding.
SOURCE: Survey of villagers in Atsamat District, Roi-et Province.

were mainly young people at the start of their moving careers. Interest-
ingly, the number of single-season movers (40) who moved during a
farming season was almost equal to the number (51) who had moved
during a nonfarming season. With the exception of those moving in the
two most recent seasons, who would most likely continue to move
subsequently, few people had moved only once to town and not either
stayed for an additional season or returned on a later occasion. In
other words, few people either achieve their goals or give up as rural-
to-urban movers within one season.

A further 23 percent had been in town during twc or more seasons,

greatest effects among those with little or no recent history of movement. Of
the “singleseason” movers who moved in the two seasons, 39 percent went to
Northeastern towns, 53 percent to Bangkok, and 8 percent to other towns. The
slightly higher than usual proportion going to Northeastern towns (Table 10),
consistent with the aims of the information program, further suggests that
these figures were affected by the program.
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TABLE 10 Percentage distribution of villagers who moved to town
during 1976—79, by age, sex, destination, and length and
timing of absence

Length and timing of absence

All other

Age group, 1 scason 6 non-farm  All 12 ruralfurban
sex, caly seasons seasons movers
and destination (N=91) (N = 40) (N=57) (N = 254)
Agc group

10-19 52 23 32 39

20-29 26 43 58 48

30--39 13 18 7 10

40-49 5 13 4 2

50+ 2 5 0 1

All age groups 98 102 101 100
Sex

Male 64 75 63 59

Female 36 26 37 41

Both sexes 100 101 100 100
Destination

Bangkok 62 95 67 72

NE towns 32 10 39 30

Other towns 9 3 5 6

All destinations 103 108 111 108

NOTE: Percentages may not sum to 100 because of rounding. Percentages for destinations
sum to more than 100 because some persons went to two categories of towns during the
three years.

SOURCE: Survey of villagers in Atsamat District, Roi-et Province.

but never in two consecutive seasons. Most of them (19 percent of the
total) were truly scasonal movers, in that they had confined their ab-
sences to nonfarming seasons. Forty (9 percent) had been absent dur-
ing all six nonfarming scasons, returning cach time for the following
harvest or planting season.

These 40 were a particularly interesting group because their pattern
of movements corresponded to the popular notion that circulation in
Thailand is a seasonal phenomenon. Fur from being typical, however,
they were a very distinctive group (Table 10). They constituted a
small minority of all those who were involved in urbanward movement
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during the three years; they even represented less than one-third of
villagers who went to town only in nonfarming seasons. Morcover,
they were demographically distinct: they were noticeably older than
average, and in this group males predominated to a greater extent than
among other groups of movers. They were also more likely than other
movers to move to Bangkok rather than to towns in Northeastern
Thailand. Lastly, the group included a large proportion of heads of
relatively young nuclear houscholds, those identified carlier as having
few adult workers in their houscholds to help with farming or carning
off-farm incomes. Their scasonal pattern of movement demonstrates a
necessarily more responsible attitude toward their village-based house-
holds than that required of younger, single people.

The largest category of movers, 57 percent, had been away during
two or more consecutive scasons, on at least one occasion. This pattern
implies an absence during at least one farming scason. For some, their
extended stays in town were punctuated by at least one complete sca-
son in the home village. Their returns most often coincided with a
farming scason, contributing to the appearance of scasonality in the
aggregate patterns of movement discussed carlicr. But since these peo-
ple were absent during at least one farming season, it would be mis-
leading to describe them as scasonal movers.

Fifty-seven persons (13 percent of the total) had been in town for
all or part of cach of the 12 scasons under consideration. In the con-
text of movement from the Roi-et arca, they were relatively long-term
movers who may have become “permanent” migrants. Nevertheless,
only half of this group (28 of the 57) stayed away for a complete year,
without returning to their home villages. The small size of this group
as a proportion of all movers underlines the importance of circulation
in relation to total mobility in this arca of Thailand.

EXPERIENCES IN TOWN

The foregoing analysis iitustrates the varicty of movers’ backgrounds,
the strength of their ties within the village, and their intentions. It sLg-
gests caution against genceralizing about their experiences in town. Why
should a 40-ycar-old houschold head moving to Bangkok after a miser-
able harvest for the tenth or fifteenth time experience the city in the
same way as his daugnter or cconomically less desperate neighbor who
is moving for the first time, or as the son of the rice-mill owner who
hopes to become a doctor? Tirasawat (1978) concluded that there is
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no single process of migrant adjustment in Bangkok: the nature of the
adjustment process varies with characteristics ot both the movers and
the specific features of the movers’ situation at the place of destina-
tion.

Nevertheless when one looks at the experiences of movers from the
Northeast, a culturally distinctive region, some common patterns
emerge. Responses to several questions illustrate the ways in which
fundamental differences between the economically marginal, peasant
culture of the Northeast and the highly individualistic, contract-based
urban culture impinge on the individual mover.

Northeasterners who were interviewed in Bangkok, and who had
gone there from various provinces (Table 3) were asked the main ad-
vantages and disadvantages of living in the city. Results are summa-
rized in Table 11. What might broadly be termed “cconomic™ con-
siderations arc important among both advantages and disadvantages.
Fifty-onc pereent of respondents said that better income, “prosperity,”
or availability of work was the main advantage of city life; and by far
the most commonly stated disadvantage was the high cost of living,
Many responses, however, reflected interest in an improved quality of
life, or self-development, of which income is only one component.
Seventeen pereent of respondents referred to “urban facilities,” and a
further 6 percent mentioned “entertainment,” contrasting city life
with the relatively dull routine of village life. The ovportunity to
acquire “‘experience and knowledge™ was the main advantage cited by
13 percent of the movers.

Not all movers were fully satisfied with city life. To a greater ex-
tent than in the case of advantages, the pattern of perceived disadvan-
tages indicates a concern with much more than overtly “‘cconomic”
considerations. Worry about the “high cost of living” retlects not only
a probicm of finding enough cash, but also a deeper fear of depen-
dence on an uncaring social environment where many relationships are
defined in monetary terms, in contrast to life in the village where
necessitics can be obtained without a moncetary transaction. The phys-
1cal environment of the city was the main disadvantage for 14 pereent
of tiie respondents. They regarded the city as crowded, polluted, un-
healthtul, and physically unsate.

As noted carlier, Northeastern Thai culture is characterized by
group consciousness, or phuack siaw, the placing of a high valuc on
friendship. This sense of pluak aw tends to be reinforced by the
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TABLE 11 Northeasterners in Bangkok: advantages and disadvantages
of going to the city

Advantage/disadvantage Number Percentage

Advantages
Better income 318 40.4
Urban facilitics 131 16.6
Experience and knowledge 101 12.8
Prosperity and opportunitics for the future 44 5.6
Availability of work 39 4.9
Education 14 1.8
Entertainment 46 5.8
Other 4 0.5
Don't know, not stated 2 0.3
None 89 11.3
Total 788 100.0

Disadvantages
Living costs 283 35.9
Environment 112 14.2
Characteristics and behavior of urban people 44 5.6
Hard work, regulation and discipline 37 4.7
Safety {crimes) 28 3.6
Missing home or family 19 24
Housing 16 2.0
Difficulty in finding job 8 1.0
Other 7 0.9
Don’t know, not stated 6 0.8
None 228 28.9
Total 788 100.0

SOURCE: Survey of Mortheasterners in Bangkok.

contempt that Bangkokians often show toward Northeasterners. The
corollary is that thc Northeasterners sec Bangkok people as unfriendly,
cunning, unreliable, deceptive, and selfish. Six percent of our respond-
ents said that the characteristics and behavior of urban people was the
main disadvantage of living in town, but similar feelings are probably
shared by most recent movers from the Northeast.

Dislike of conditions of work also reflects deep-scated differences in
lifestyle between the city and rural Northeastern Thailand. Farming
and houschold chores involve hard work, but not the mindless and
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highly disciplined drudgery of certain kinds of work in towns. Some
movers can avoid this problem by taking jobs as taxi drivers, in which
they are relatively free to chart their daily patterns of work: henee the
popularity of these jobs among migrants to many Southeast Asian
cities. Conditions of work constituted the main disadvantage of urban
life for 5 pereent of the respondents, though many more expressed
dislike of their working conditions.

It is worth noting that 29 percent of respondents said there was no
disadvantage in living in town; and many of the remaining 71 pereent
undoubtedly felt that the advantages far outweighed the disadvantages.
On balance, then, most movers saw moving to town as a positive rather
than a negative step. But there were exceeptions. For some, the prob-
lems of finding a job or the experience of being robbed or working in
unaceeptable, slave-like conditions made life a misery. Fully 11 per-
cent of the movers, presumably those who had had no real choice
about going to town, pereeived no advantage at all in living in Bangkok.

Most of the Northeasterners interviewed i Bangkok had teen suc-
cessful in securing jobs with better incomes than they could camn in
their home villages. There were exceptions, of course. Life is particu-
larly difficult in the city for those without well-established contacts
there. Estimating the rate of success on the basis of an urban-based
study is ¢'ficult because the unsuccesstul movers tend to return home;
but in the case of the Roi-et study villages, where people had effective
networks with the city, few movers failed to find jobs.

the cconomic situation among Northeasterners in Bangkok is sum-
marized in Table 12, which shows mean monthly incomes and
amounts of cash sent to the village, by demographic gre 'y, Incomes
were higher among older migrants, although this finding is partly a
function of the decreasing proportion of females in successively higher
age groups. Women carned less cash than men and received a higher
proportion of their income in the form of free accommodation and
food. This difference largely explams the low incomes and low rent
payments among the youngest respondents, where the proportion of
females was highest.

Remittances sent home are an important link between movers and
their villages of origin. Parents of younger movers may provide funds
to mect the initial costs of going to town, and they may approve of
the move only if their son or daughter agrees to send them money.
There is thus a reciprocal relationship between many parents and their
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TABLE 12 Income of and remittances from Northeasterners in
Bangkok, by age and sex

Income Remittances Remittances as
per month per month percentage of
Age and sex (US $3) Us $2) income
Age group
10-19 40 22 34
20-29 85 29 35
30-39 104 36 35
40+ 129 57 44
Sex
Male 99 38 39
Female 57 21 37
Mean 82 30 37

a $1(U.S.)=20.4 baht.
SOURCE: Survey of Northeasterners in Bangkok.

children in the rural-to-urban movement process. If the mover is a
houschold head whose family is still in the village, he will remit cash
in order to mecet his basic responsibilitics. Among those we interviewed
in Bangkok, 61 percent of houschold heads whose families were still in
Roi-ct said they sent or took cash home more or less regelarly. The
mean amount sent was $30 (614 balit) per month; it represented 48
pereent of the mean houschold income of rural Northeastern Thailand,
as measured in the Nationa! Statistical Office’s most recent regional
sociocconomic survey (NSO, 1978b).

An interesting feature of the figures shown in Table 12 is the dif-
ference in the proportion of income sent home by younger and older
movers. The youngest movers sent a much higher proportion of their
cash income than the others. One reason may have been their rela-
tively high incomes in kind; another was probably a greater sense of
obligation to the houscholds that supported their moves. This sense of
obligation apparently had diminished among movers in the 20—-39 age
group but was stronger among the oldest category of movers, many of
whom were the heads of village-based houscholds. This finding is con-
sistent with the greater tendency of older movers to return for the key
farming seasons. The difference between the sexes in the proportion
of income sent home was insignificant, despite the greater carning
power of males.
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CONCLUSION

Society in the Atsamat study villages retains many of its peasant char-
acteristics, with traditional social formations, production methods,
and attitudes still casily identifiable. But it is a pcasant society increas-
ingly oriented toward the modern, urban, capitalist world of Bangkok,
partly becausce of the monetization of the local economy, but more
importantly because of the process oi circular movement. More and
more houscholds and individuals sce wage labor in the city as the only
realistic strategy for improving their living standards. The rate of
movement is high, has increased, and is likely to increase further as
new peer-group and patron-clicnt networks are established between
rural and urban arcas, adding widespread availability of urban oppor-
tunities to existing pressures for out-movement.

The principal finding of this paper is that rural-urban movement is
a highly complex process, in two important respects.

First, movement results from a wide variety of pressures on indi-
vidual villagers, due to their involvement in various social and cco-
nomic networks that entail irrcconcilable scts of obligations and
opportunitics. Moving decisions take account of household resources
and composition, needs and aspiration levels, and interpersonal rela-
tionships in a varicty of networks, with the result that movemen* can-
not be explained at the microlevel by any single variable or class of
variables. There is no support, for example, for the proposition that
individual villagers move because they are poor. It would be more ac-
curate to say that the people who move are those who learn of par-
ticular opportunities clsewher: and have the resources to meet the
costs of moving. They are not niecessarily poor people, and many
movers are well-off in relation to their local communitics.

Second, rural-urban resource transfers associated with movement
are also highly complex. Movement results in a loss of labor, though
how serious the loss is depends on the timing and duration of the
move; and the amount of loss in turn depends on the mover’s sense of
obligation to the village and other networks of which he is part. To
compensate for the loss of their labor, most movers send or bring cash
to the village. Whether the cash is adequate compensation depends to
a great extent on how the loss of labor is calculated. If labor-exchange
practices within the village break down, all households lose the ad-
vantages of being able to call on groups of workers for particuilar labor
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necds, including the households that are neither involved in movement
nor benefiting from cash remittances. There is also the long-term ef-
feet of lost labor that could have been used to improve the productive
capacity of the village cconomy. Our study found no evidence that
remittances were used for investment purposes that might have had
the sume cftect. Therefore, the question arises whether movement re-
sults in short-term gains in consumption levels for individuals and
their houscholds, at the expense of the longer-term productive poten-
tial of the local cconomy.

Many cmpirical questions remain to be answered, but this paper
suggests two conclusions. First, in Atsamat and other localities of
rural Thailand rural-to-urban movement occurs on a sufficiently large
scale that its real and potential effects, whether good or bad, should
be taken into account in planning local development. Second, the
complexitics of the process are such that one should beware of any
general conclusions about it and of any “blanket” policies designed to
affect any part of it.
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