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Abstract

“A Study in Change and Democratization Processes in the Lower Northern
Region” is a research project focused on understanding the changes occurring in the
“rural” areas of Thailand from roughly 1950s to the present. The research analyzes four
interrelated axes of change: economic, social, political, and the structure of feelings. It
centers on three areas in the province of Sukhothai, namely the Kong Krai Las municipal
area of Kong Krai Las district; the sub-district of Wang Luek in Sri Samrong district; and

the sub-district of Taling Chan in Baan Dan Lan Hoi district.

Findings indicate that in responding to the incursion of both capital and state
power, all three areas have changed in fundamental ways. The municipality of Kong Krai
Las, once a thriving river port that later became a land-based trading center has
developed a variety of entrepreneurial businesses upon entry into modernity. An
economic structure best represented by a diamond shaped diagram, the area has a
small number of both big businesses and poor people, represented by the upper and
lower points of the diamond, with the majority of mid-level entrepreneurs occupying the
vast middle area of the diagram. In terms of changes in the structure of feelings,
becoming entrepreneurs requires increased contacts with public spaces and
institutions, for example in relation to public service as well as infrastructures that enable
and facilitate businesses, enabling the emergence of what may be called semi-civic

sentiments which comprises both the pursuit of economic and political self-interests



along with a desire for public services, institutions, and structures responsive to the
needs of entrepreneurs like themselves. The latter is expressed through demands made
on the state as well as local politicians. Local politicians must demonstrate commitment
to public service and are more likely to be trusted if they come from the ranks of mid-
level entrepreneurs as they are deemed more responsive to the group’s desire for an
increased influence over the allocation of public resources at the municipal level. This is

the democracy of the Kong Krai Las municipal area.

In the old community of the sub-district of Wang Luek, the established practice
of rice farming supplemented by occasional dry field cash crops has given way to
commercially-oriented cultivation of both rice and other dry field crops like sugarcane.
The emergence of the community’s entrepreneurial spirit alongside more modern social
relations, like that which occurred in the Kong Krai Las municipality, can be considered
a semi-civic sentiment. Local politicians rise from the entrepreneurs’ ranks to every level
of local government. However, as an old community with kinship ties still prevalent,
coupled with a resilient presence of traditional leadership, the established local elites in
the sub-district of Wang Luek also manage to maintain their power in local politics by
adapting their roles to fit and serve the new semi-civic sentiments and needs of the
entrepreneurial community. The community is best represented by a pyramid with the
upper-level entrepreneurs and established local leaders at the top, the poor at the

bottom, and the mid-level entrepreneurs as the majority in the middle of the diagram.

The sub-district of Taling Chan encompasses an area newly opened up for
cultivation, with the small, older community playing only a minor role. The majority of the
area comprises dry fields belonging to new farmers whose startup capital derives from
wages saved from laboring abroad and whose relationships are therefore more
individualistic. The social structure resembles a diamond shaped diagram, as 90% are
mid-level entrepreneurs each owning roughly 15-30 Rais of land with a far smaller

number of upper-level entrepreneurs and the poor occupying the upper and lower



points of the diagram. Similar semi-civic sentiments exist in Taling Chan as in the two
other areas. The ability to rise up the ranks to upper-level entrepreneurship depends on
the availability of both rental land and labor and thus networking skills amongst
individualistic owners. In order to be elected head of village or assistant village head,
rising entrepreneurs must compete to prove their responsiveness to the needs of the
community, especially in terms of infrastructure-building. Similarly, to be elected at the
district level requires competitive networking between the sub-districts. Attainment of
office allows access to resources that leaders can distribute back to their support

network of mid-level entrepreneurs.

Thus, similar rise of entrepreneurial communities from varied contexts of
previously rural areas translate to diverse emergent political forms and democratic

relations.
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