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ABSTRACT  This paper, written by a 75-year-old retired engineer, is a Report of Work in Progress.

It outlines a scenario of Thailand’s response to the contraction of global fossil-fuel energy supplies that is just starting.

The social (economic, political and cultural) effects can be expected to be profound for Thailand.

However, Thailand is well-placed for its people to not suffer so much severe hardship as will be experienced in the nations of the more ‘developed’ countries and in over-populated countries. We may well come to regard what are now called ‘developed countries’ as having been ‘disastrously-overdeveloped industrialised countries’.

When there is a downturn in employment in manufacturing, construction and/or tourism industries, in Thailand and/or globally, many newly-unemployed migrant workers return to Thailand’s rural villages (Ban Nork). This is the ‘safety net’ that provides social security and ‘rescue’ from the threat of the massive social unrest that less-fortunate countries experience when destitution threatens amongst urban populations.

Of the many alternative futures of Thailand that can be envisaged, this scenario is one of the more optimistic ones, and it projects the possibility of Thailand, led by a strengthened Isaan and other rural regions, demonstrating to the overly-industrialised Western nations how to make a society that is sustainable economically, socio-politically and environmentally.

The studies on which this paper is based have been undertaken over the past five years, starting with an enquiry (for an MA-by-research) into one aspect of intended inward-migration into Isaan (‘The Return of the Village Daughters from the West’) and continuing with a broader study of the villages as they may well be changed for the better by high inward-migration over the next quarter century. The dramatically-different educational provision that will be needed is also being given attention.

The scenario envisages considerable reduction in employment in manufacture-for-export and in the tourism industry. This will result in heavy migration away from the Bangkok region and the Eastern Seaboard, and bring about a rise in the rural populations in the villages of some 25%. A considerable rise in agrarian ‘horticultural’ food production will follow.

Isaan, which already has a high rating of well-being (as measured in the Human Security audit in 2007) is expected to be further strengthened by migrants returning to their home villages and, later, by inward migration of ‘newly-rural’ people.
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INTRODUCTION

This paper is a conceptual paper that presents a conceivable scenario of the macrosocial (economic, cultural and political) future of Isaan, and of its Universities in particular.

The paper will first consider the major geopoltical development that is unfolding (i.e. the contraction of the supplies of fossil fuels) and then Thailand’s economic fundamentals. After describing that ‘Background’ (which may be unfamiliar to specialists in the Social Sciences), it will describe how the author’s attention focussed on the likely implications for Isaan in general, and for the work of its Universities in particular.

Contraction of the supply of the fuels of modern life 

A plot of the extraction of fuels and ores from within Earth, on a baseline of 4000 years from 2000 years ago till 2000 years in the future would have the form shown below:
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Significant features of the above plot are:

(1) Before about 1750, there was very, very little extraction from within Earth. Mankind lived by harvesting from the surface of Earth foods that had been grown purely by solar energy input.

(2) After about 2250 (about 8 generations from now), mankind will once again be living purely by harvesting the products of Earth’s surface.

If we look at the fossil-fuel energy consumed in the period since the start of the Industrial Revolution (and as a result of which consumerism developed) and how much will be available in the future, it would plot as shown below (with coal in grey and oil in black):            
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C and D mark the start and end of the author’s years as a practising engineer.

D and E mark the start and end of the career-years of a young graduating engineer today.
The amount of oil available at E, forty years from now, is only a small fraction of the amount being used today, and the amount of coal is significantly less. The implication is that present levels of consumerism are not sustainable, and the decrease in them (which is already being forced on people in the West) will become global.

The above diagrams show history-and-the-future as dividing into three eras. 

First, before A (approximately AD1750) there was what might be called “Agrarian Era One”. 

Then, from A to B, is “The Industrial Era”. The second half of the Industrial Era (from about AD1950 onwards) is commonly called “The Information Age”. 

The growth of ‘industrial agriculture’, based on petro-chemically-derived inputs and mechanization has been a major feature of the Industrial Era. However, it should be noted that throughout the Industrial Era there have continued to be regions (such as Isaan) where a considerable portion of the population has continued agrarian ‘horticultural’ agriculture in much the same manner as was practised before A. 

After B, will come what might be called “(Informed) Agrarian Era Two”.

As pointed out in the Introductory Chapter to a profound, but little known, book For the Common Good (Daly and Cobb 1979), the effect of the Industrial Revolution was to shift the activities of the industrially-developing nations from harvesting the surface of Earth to using the products of mining its subsurface. That is, to shift from dependence on energy currently coming from the sun to dependence on stored energy from within the earth. The benefits of industrialism came at the price of increasing dependence on a limited source of the ultimate means of sustaining life. 

The implications of depending on this finite source of energy were examined in The Limits to Growth (Meadows et al 1972) who predicted exactly what has happened-----that industrialism would ‘overshoot’ into rampant consumerism and that Earth would have difficulty in absorbing the wastes produced, such as carbonic and sulphuric fumes, and that the transition from dependence on mined resources back to harvesting Earth’s surface would be more sharp than economic systems could satisfactorily adapt to.

The next graphs focus on the very recent past and the near future. 

Their projections of future availabilities are based on the reports of the geologists. Geological surveys having been carried out worldwide, the geologists are now able to estimate the total recoverable reserves (those already found and those still to be found) of coal, oil and natural gas (Deffeyes 2001).

The first graph below shows the fossil-fuel energy produced and likely to be available per capita. That is, it shows the result of dividing the quantity of available fossil-fuel energy at any given date by the world population at that date. 

The ominous message of this graph is that, over the whole world, energy available per capita will halve between now and AD2020. The poorest people will suffer much more than a halving of what they can afford, as the richer ones will try to keep up their lifestyles. 

The people of the villages of Isaan are fortunate that their village lifestyles are not energy-intensive in the manner of urban lifestyles.
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Amongst the fossil-fuels, oil is of particular interest for two reasons. 

First, because the whole of the modern (post-‘green revolution’) agricultural production by ‘industrial’ methods depends entirely on petrochemicals for its nitrogenous fertilizer, for its herbicides, for its pesticides and for the running of its farm machinery; and, second, because societies have come to depend on oil to fuel the people-movement that is such an integral part of suburban development. (In fact, Kunstler in his examination of how America will be affected by curtailment of oil supplies goes as far as to declare that the development of suburbia in the USA will prove to have been ‘the greatest mis-allocation of resources ever’ (Kunstler 2005)). 

The graph below shows the past and the future prospects for oil production:
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Again, the ominous message lies in the rapidity of the fall, down to half (from 82Mb/day to 41Mb/day) over the next 15 years. It also shows that the present decline in oil consumption (due to the Western recession that started in 2008 as a result of the constrained supply pushing up the price very suddenly from about US$90 to over US$130) is going to become more precipitous, resulting in ever-increasing unemployment (and social unrest) in the heavily-industrialized nations. 

Thailand is fortunate that the majority of its population are rural villagers, who have a relatively low consumption of oil per capita, and who can reduce even that low level without major disruption in their lifestyles.

Moves are already being made on this front. For instance, three villages in Udon Thani Province, which depend on the nearby wetland for energy, are reducing their dependence on fossil fuels with the help of eco-friendly cooking stoves. With the support of a Global Environment Facility (GEF) Small Grants Programme (SGP) award, these communities are reducing their overall dependence on fossil fuels and improving the quality of their environment. (UNDP 2010a)
Thailand’s economic fundamentals

As it says in the Sukhothai inscription: There is rice in the fields, and fish in the water. (And it matters not whether the inscription dates back to the 14th century or is a later artifact: the message is a true one.)

Though recent decades have brought forth manufacture-for-export and a long-haul tourism industry, and these are bound to suffer great knock-on effects from reduced purchasing by Western customers, they are not of the major importance that the publicity given to them suggests.

Thailand is fortunate that the major part of its economic fundamentals is sustainable, and that villagers’ self-sufficiency in basic food insulates them from rising prices. (In fact, rising world prices for grains will bring them greater cash income from their surplus production of rice over what they use for home consumption.)

Implications for Isaan
In early 2006, the author embarked on a study of the intended return for retirement to their girlhood villages of some Thai women (with their Western husband in tow) who are at present living in the West. They are only a very small proportion of the Thai women who have married ‘farang’ men, but their effects when they return may well be quite disproportionate to their small numbers. (Allinson 2007a,b)

As they will return to the villages, as the villages will then be in 10, 20, and 30 years time, it was realized that the study fell into the academic area of Futures Studies. 

To update his layman mere-awareness of Futures Studies, the author took, by distance learning, a 3-credit undergraduate course offered over the Internet by the University of Hawaii. (Dator 2003).  

Its main result was to introduce the concepts of ‘established trends’ and of ‘emerging issues’ to the student, and to make this author aware of how the expected events upon which he was focusing his attention for his MA thesis would be part of a bigger, unfolding picture. 

For the first module of the Hawaii course, there was a requirement to submit a major essay on ‘My Community in 30 Years Time’. The preparatory thinking for that essay turned out to be seminal to this author’s further research, so it is reproduced in its entirety below. Later, as an example of an ‘emerging issue’, the subject of the depletion of the Earth’s stores of ores and fossil-fuels was written about in an essay “The Global Mine is in Decline’, and that essay, too, is reproduced below.

The rationale and purpose of this paper is to describe how the thinking in those essays leads to consequent thinking on the likely impact of those geopolitical developments on Thailand, and thence upon the development of Isaan’s Universities.

The research essays

What my community will look like in 30 years.

My community lives in a small, compact village of about 200 houses in rural Northeastern Thailand.

Through the lens of a camera it will look much the same as it does now in 2006, or would have done, a century ago, in 1906.

But ‘seen’ from the point of view of the social scientist, it will ‘look’, demographically, quite different from now, as much as it now looks different from 1906.

As a result of economic happenings far away, its demography in 2006 is significantly different from 1906, and will change again before 2036.

My community, (and, literally, thousands of these Thai villages that are spaced about two miles apart), as it lived in 1906, was well described by Prince Damrong:

“Since entering monthon Udon, I have visited many villages along the way. Some places have large villages established for a long time over many generations. I went down to ask about the social customs of these villagers.

From the villagers’ replies, I found one surprising fact. Each village household has a house with enough space for living and a granary to store enough rice for one year. In the yard of the house they plant chili, eggplant, galangal, and lemongrass for making curry. Outside the house they have a garden for fruits such as banana, sugarcane, betel and coconut. And between the garden and the paddy field, there is a place to plant mulberry for raising silkworms. Each household has enough paddy fields and cattle to grow enough rice for the whole household. In the rice-growing season, everyone helps—man and woman, child and adult. After the season, men travel to find things to sell. Women stay at home, raise silk and weave cloth. Leftover food is used to raise chicken and pigs for sale. Villagers around here make all their own food and scarcely have to buy a single thing. The things they have to buy are metal articles like hoes, spades and knives; and crockery. Sometimes they buy yarn for weaving, or cloth and other attractive things brought by traders. They have just enough cash for these purchases because their cattle have surplus young, and they raise extra pigs and chickens with surplus food from each meal. These animals can be sold for cash to buy what they want. Each family is independent. Nobody is slave and nobody master. Family members are under the guardianship of the head of their family, and in addition there is a phuyaiban (village headman) and kamnan (sub-district head) to oversee. They administer themselves easily. But in the whole tambon (sub-district) it is impossible to find one rich man with 200 baht or more stored away. Yet you cannot find a single person who is poor to the point of being another’s servant. They must have been like this for a hundred years.

Because the villagers can farm to feed themselves without resorting to cash, the feeling that they need cash is not strong. Money does not have the same power as in the city which is called ‘civilized’. So nobody accumulates but you cannot call them poor because they feed themselves happily and contentedly.”
(That quotation is taken from: Chattip Nartsupha ‘The Thai Village Economy in the Past’ (Translation (with added Afterword) by Chris Baker and Pasuk Phongphaichit of original {in Thai, 1984}). Silkworm Books, Chiang Mai 1999)

Now imagine three photographs, each one of a group of some 100 villagers assembled in a house and witnessing a wedding in 1906 and 2006 and 2036. At first glance, all the three photographs would look much the same. The clothes, the sitting on the floor on the mats, the food in the many dishes being served, and the construction of the big and airy, but sparsely furnished, house would all look the same.

However, anybody might distinguish the 2006 one from the 1906 one, by the electric ceiling fans that followed the arrival of rural electrification twenty years ago, and the satellite-tv decoder that came in 2000, and the DVD player that came in 2003.

But, even without those clues, the demographer would spot which was the 2006 one. S/he would point to the high numbers of the grandparent generation, and the appropriately high numbers of children, and to the relatively very, very low numbers of the parent (middle) generation.

S/he would say:

“This was typical of the early years of the twenty-first century. Most of the middle generation of the villagers had migrated to jobs hundreds of miles away, from where they sent money to the grandparents to bring up the children. A little of it was spent for food and drinks which supplemented the home-grown rice, but most of it was spent on the education of the children as pupils and on the youths as students.

Thailand’s workforce was, then, 60% engaged in agriculture, 30% in industry and commerce, and 10% in tourist-related work. And the majority of the lower-paid workers in that 30% and 10% were drawn from the North and NorthEast to work in Central Thailand in the Greater Bangkok Metropolitan Area, or on the Eastern Seaboard Industrial Estates, or in the southern seaside resort towns.

The photograph with the missing generation is the 2006 one. 

Most of the missing were working away; but some were dead from that scourge of migrant male workers, AIDS. That is the population of villagers (grandparents and grandchildren) who worked hard to grow enough rice for their consumption, and had low-labour crops like sugarcane and starch-roots, which brought in a little more cash, on the rest of their land.”
I predict that a 2036 photograph would show a return to balanced numbers of the three generations again, when the present parents had returned to the villages and become the grandparents, and the present children had never gone as migrant workers, but had stayed in the village to become parents and

had replaced the low-labour crops with labour-intensive rice. It would also show a number of retiree Thai women with their ‘baby-boomer’ Western husbands. And, in the background, there would be sophisticated equipment for on-line operation by the new peasantry, who would be farming like their predecessors but also have the intellectual pursuits born in their school, college and university student days.

I predict this ‘return of the parents’ (and ‘the return of some of the village’s prodigal daughters’ with their Western husbands in tow) by extrapolation from the state of the world economy, now, in 2006.

The bubble is bound to burst.

America cannot finance US$800,000,000,000 ($800 billion) trade deficits by borrowing the savings of the Chinese (and some other nationalities) indefinitely.

The dollar will tumble.

In the resulting recession, many Western workers-with-the-hand-and-brain will become unemployed with the collapse in demand.

Since they will start the recession in credit-card and mortgage debt, the recession will become a Depression (psychological, as well as economic).

The tumbling dollar will trip up the euro and the pound.

Hopefully the globalised world’s edifices of fiat currency will be only shaken, not stirred to the extent of collapse.
Thailand will be fortunate, in that, when its factories shut for lack of orders, the workers can come home to their villages.

There is enough land that even many city families can move to rural areas and re-start the peasantry of their great-grandparents.

So self-sufficiency, with some rice for export, can come again.

And Prince Damrong’s words, of 1906, will again describe my community, in 2036.

But it will then be a village of educated peasantry, conscious of its need to maintain its sustainability.

And it will provide a blueprint for others to emulate, on the international scene.

As a prediction, the situation envisaged in the above essay is optimistic to the extent of being nearly utopian. The reason is that (as was observed in one of the Talmudic documents written in Ancient Hebrew): “We don’t see things as they are. We see things as we are.”

Changing the tense: “We don’t see things as they will be. We see things as we hope, or fear, they will be.” 

However, written by an optimistic great grandfather though it was, it could still serve as a scenario that could be examined for feasibility. If evidence was found that there were impediments that made an impossibility of that scenario, it could still lead to construction of a different scenario that was feasible. In the event, though, no intrinsic impossibility came to be noticed; so it stands as a hoped-for possibility.

A good, and encouraging, estimate of the ‘carrying capacity’ of Thailand’s rural areas in the absence of any petrochemically-derived ‘inputs’ can be derived from the PhD thesis of Prince Dilok Nabareth: Siam’s Rural Economy under King Chulalongkorn (Dilok 1908). Prince Dilok was a quarter-nephew of Prince Damrong.

In contrast to the ‘developed’ countries, in which the skills of semi-self-sufficient farming on small areas of land have completely died away over the past two generations, there is a strong embryonic practice of their revival in Thailand, as described in Back to the Roots: Village and Self-Reliance in a Thai Context (Phongphit 1986)  and in Village Life: Culture and Transition in Thailand’s Northeast (Phongphit and Hewison 2001).

Whilst it does not do to romanticise about village life (for there are nasty people in villages as well as nice ones, just as in urban areas) and there has been a tendency amongst NGOs and some academics to construct an idyllic imagination of the rural past of which one should be wary (Rigg 2002), the feeling remains that Isaan ‘has a lot going for it’.


The Global Mine Is In Decline
 
There is an analogy that can be drawn between any individual mine and the total mining of the planet’s ‘ores’.
 
A mine starts with the discovery of a body of ore, and, initially, produces an output that is saleable for much more than its costs of production.
It has to end operation when it is no longer making a profit (for whatever reason---increased fuel bills, more difficult underground conditions, drop in market price of its product, or whatever) and when its remaining assets (cash reserves) are only equal to its liabilities (such as the cost of ‘grassing over’ its tailings heaps, that it had to agree to in order to be allowed to operate).
 
The major tailings of the global ‘mine’ (called industrial activity) are carbon and ozone into the atmosphere. The costs of production are the labour and materials (largely fossil fuels and refined metals) of the activity. The 
cash reserve is the ability of the planet to heal its wounds.
 
The nations that feel under-developed want a share of the profits of the ‘mine’ before it closes. A good example was the Malaysian refusal to stop logging till it had caught up with the early loggers of the West (one of 
whom was Britain, who had felled its forests to produce fighting ships and colonized Malaya). 

Another example is China’s ‘dash to industrialise’.
 
At the mine (i.e.in the richest longest-industrialised nations), the older workers are getting out to go and live where they don’t have any heating bills, whilst there are still some early-retirement inducements on offer. 

But some of them want some intellectual stimulation in the many years that they can expect to stretch ahead. The young ones will be lucky to get enough put by to have shelter and somewhere to grow enough food when the mine shuts its gates.
 
The emerging issue could be stated as “It is time to start the winding down of industrialised economies”.
 
The management of decline requires a different set of strategies, tactics and personalities than the management of expansion. Basically, expansion is best in the hands of ebullient reactors to opportunities, as and when they 
occur. But decline is best managed by smooth, preactive managers who have the experience and wisdom to have things ready for each inevitable next stage.
 
Fortunately, decline can be planned for, as its stages are the reverse of the stages of expansion, albeit in the circumstances of the new age, not the old one.
 
We all live in our Present, but trying to extend my Present back as far as my knowledge of my antecedents goes and forward as far as I feel that I can see into the future, I foresee my successors in 2106 living much as my 
predecessors in 1756. That is, in an extended, self-sufficient family group. 
Between them, they will have enough shelter for all, that they can keep warm enough in winter and cool enough in summer. Some will be primary producers of the main food for the group and some will be specialist ‘middle men’ in the trading of the group’s surplus for its other necessities.
 
They will have dealt with the issue, that was emergent in 2006, of the need to go forward steadily to the past.

The concluding section of the above essay leapt ahead to envisaged conditions 100 years from now.

It is the first three decades (i.e. the next 30 years) that are now the subject of study and the material of this paper.

THAILAND’S RECENT, AND FORESEEABLE, MIGRATION FLOWS, AND THEIR EFFECTS

Until the middle of the twentieth century, Thailand was an agrarian country with a capital city that was the centre of power. From the North, down the Chao Phrya River, and from the Northeast (Isaan) via the ‘gateway’ of Khorat, agricultural and forest products (surplus to home consumption) flowed to Bangkok to sustain the city’s and the state’s needs and to be sold for export (Nabarath 1908).

Then came the Newly-Industrializing Economy (NIE) with its two waves of industrial development that are usual for smaller countries. First there was the build-up of manufacture for ‘import substitution’ from the mid-1950s, and then the rapid build-up of ‘manufacture-for-export’ from the mid-1980s (Pasuk and Baker 2002). Advantage was gained from the fact that Thailand’s manufacturers have much lower labour costs than manufacturers in the ‘welfare-state’ Western countries. 

Labour costs can be low when wages can be low where food is cheap and accommodation is inexpensive, relative to the wages required by workers in countries that have cold winters and/or hot summers and who require housing that is more expensive to build and more expensive to run. 

In the absence of political will to take strong measures to make it more profitable for manufacturing activities to be set up in the provinces where the potential labour force lived, it was inevitable that Thailand’s industrial activity would cluster around Bangkok and on the Eastern Seaboard, despite the social costs of having a migrant workforce.

So the past fifty years have seen migration (often of the ‘brightest and best’) out of the rural areas and into Bangkok and its extended conurbation and to the Eastern Seaboard. The development of major seaside holiday centers catering to long-haul tourists from the West also attracted many young workers away from the rural areas of Isaan and Northern Thailand.

These flows were abruptly reversed with the onset of the Asian financial crisis in 1997, which saw many migrant workers lose their jobs, and self-employed migrants catering to migrant workers lose their small businesses (Phongpachit and Baker 2000). There was massive return to the villages to await an upturn in manufacturing, which came fairly quickly as the global economy was booming. But the 2008 (and ongoing) Western recession has produced the same result of major ‘return to the villages’, though this time it is tourist-industry employment that has been most rapidly hit. Thailand is fortunate to have the ‘return to the villages’ as a de facto Social Security safety-net.

This ‘return to the villages’ can be seen as a ‘rescue’ of Bangkok from the threat of the massive social unrest that can occur, and usually does occur, when a large number of people are thrown suddenly into destitution.

If, as may be expected due to the knock-on effects of global economic contraction, Thailand’s employment in manufacturing decreases from the 30% of recent years to, say, 8%, and tourist-industry employment decreases from its peak of 10% to, say, 2%, the implication is that employment in agriculture (largely self-employment in semi-self-sufficient small holding farming) will increase from its recent 60% to a level of 90%. This scenario was examined in a recent paper (Allinson 2008) and found to imply a growth of 25% in the population of the average village, and a decrease in the population of the Bangkok region from about 10 million to about 3 million (at an average decrease of 3% per annum for the next forty years). 

The approximate 60 million population of Thailand are at present distributed as 20 million urban dwellers (10 million in Bangkok and 10 million in other urban locations), and 40 million rural dwellers, approximately.

Reducing the urban population to 10 million (3 million in Bangkok and 7 million in other urban locations) implies that the rural population grows to 50 million (25% increase). As Thailand has 70,000 villages, this equates to the ‘average’ village growing from slightly less than 600 population to slightly more than 700.
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The outward migration from Bangkok in that transition would ‘rescue’ Bangkok from many of its problems. Still functioning as the seat of Government and as the country’s export-import port, the reduced population would enable the MRT and Skytrain transportation systems (running on electricity from hydro-electric generation in Laos) to solve the problem of lack of oil for motor vehicle transport. It would also free enough peri-urban land for ‘leisure-time’ gardening to reduce the pressure of high food prices on household budgets.

This was summarized as producing “A bigger and better Ban Nork, with a smaller and nicer Bangkok”.
One way for the visitor to Bangkok (or any Bangkok resident) to ‘taste’ the pleasantness of Bangkok with a reduced population is to get up at 5:00 am on a Sunday morning and be on the first MRT train and/or Skytrain service of the day. They should go to Saphan Taksin and cross the river on a hotel shuttle boat, have breakfast (the terrace of the Peninsula Hotel being particularly recommended for its riverside location), and then re-cross the river and stroll up Sathorn Road (which is thronged on a weekday morning but very pleasant on a Sunday morning). The thought may come to them: “I have seen Bangkok’s future; and it is nice.”

The rural villages of Isaan appear to be well placed to benefit from inward migration as, in recent years, they experienced a shortage of labour, especially at harvesting times. The return to their villages of the newly-unemployed has eased that harvesting-time shortage of labour. However, the presence of  under-employed (but societally-aware) young men makes for turbulence in social development, as seen in the ‘redshirt’ demonstrations (Nostitz 2009). Also there is room in the villages’ economies for many more ‘middle class’ self-employed business people. In the past two years, there have been signs of this starting to happen, and there is need for academic research into that emerging phenomenon. 

One way for the visitor to Isaan to ‘taste’ the lifestyle of the villages when they have increased economic well-being is to visit one of its more-favourably circumstanced small townships. 

The author’s home village of Ban Non Sa-at at Amphoe Non Sa-at is a good example. Halfway between the cities of Udon Thani and Khon Kaen, it has the increased prosperity that comes to all the townships in the ‘economic corridor’ along the Mittraphap Highway, and a further increase in prosperity that comes from being in an area where the soil and the topography are conducive to sugar cane growing, which has attracted three sugar processing mills to the locality.

Ten years ago, it had the Government Offices, Police Station, Post Office, Secondary School (for 1800 pupils), Railway Station, 2 banks, 1 gold shop and many ‘Mom and Pop’ food and hardware shops. It still has all those, but with the gently increasing prosperity, it has added 2 more gold shops, 3 motorbike showrooms, and several mobile phone and internet outlets. Internet availability has improved from slow-speed dial-up, to the mid-speed IpStar satellite service, to ADSL high-speed service. This year it has gained a Tesco mini-mart and a 7-11 mini-mart, its first car-sales court (mostly nearly new pickups) and a tractor and mini-combine-harvester sales court.

WELL-BEING FUTURES IN ISAAN

As Tainter points out in Complexity, Problem Solving, and Sustainable Societies (Tainter 1996), historical knowledge is the necessary underpinning to any attempt to design policies for today and the future via the construction of alternative scenarios. Historically, the Isaan villages had the well-being described by Prince Damrong in the quotation in the research essay reproduced above. That social (economic, political, and cultural) mode of village life continued until the later part of the 20th century and was only modified (not fundamentally changed) by subsequent developments. The modifications have been associated with outward migration to take part in developments in Thailand and the world and, culturally, with the inward flow of knowledge about that outside world. Economically, there has also been the inward flow of remittances from those economic migrants and of the savings that have been brought back by returnees. Such money has been instrumental in funding the educational advance of Isaan’s young people, some of whom are now in advanced middle-age. 

This inward flow of knowledge has had major results. 

The following three quotations from scholars who have been immersed in studying the development of Isaan illustrate the process and its results.

Ronald Myers studied the people of rural Isaan for his thesis (Myers 2005) The Isan Saga: The inhabitants of rural northeastern Thailand and their struggle for identity, equality and acceptance (1964-2004). 

The abstract says:

The village-dwelling Isaan people of rural northeast Thailand are in an ongoing struggle for personal identity, prosperity, and equality, as well as a desire for respect and acceptance by their fellow countrymen. Presently over twenty-one million in population (as of 2004), the Isan people have taken the initiative over the last several decades to seize various opportunities and are currently emerging from their poverty-stricken agrarian roots and lowly social position to becoming the formally-recognized labor class of Thailand.
This ongoing process is occurring despite long-standing economic exploitation and neglect, as well as hindrances placed in their way by their more urbane, status-conscious Central Thai cousins, who have customarily dismissed the Isan dwellers as being simpleminded and ignorant. Notwithstanding, their progress is now clearly evidenced by an increasing acceptance by the Thai, together with enjoying a greater significance on a national scale in socio-cultural, economic and political terms. 

In Rainfed Revolution in Northeast Thailand (Grandstaff et al 2008) parts of the Abstract say:
The Northeast is still the poorest region in Thailand, but over the past two decades it has experienced underappreciated major economic growth……..living conditions in rural villages have improved…..Increased agricultural income helped make the villages more attractive settings…joint investments and remittances…all of which ramified beyond the villages to help lift the economy of the region and of the nation.

Emeritus Professor Charles Keyes is an anthropologist who has studied the villages of rural Isaan for nearly fifty years. On a recent extended visit to Thailand to address several Conferences, he wrote an article (Keyes 2010) in which he said, inter alia:

The world economic crisis has had a particularly strong negative impact on the rural Northeast of Thailand. This area is "rural" because most families continue to engage in some agriculture.

However, the basis of the economy of this region is not agriculture, and has not been for at least 20 years. Instead, most households depend on income from family members who work in the industrial and service sectors of the Thai economy. Hundreds of thousands of mainly male workers have taken up contract work in Taiwan, Singapore, Japan, the Gulf States and Israel. In fact, it is likely that a higher percentage of northeasterners have passports than do members of the urban lower middle class.

While the global economic crisis that began in 2007 has had only a modest impact on the urban middle class, it has had a major impact on northeastern families. There is now a large unemployed or underemployed population, most of whom are relatively young men.

And in one of his Conference keynote speeches, he said:
It is my contention that because villagers or their urban-dwelling close relatives from northeastern Thailand have become workers in a global system of labor, they understand their place within Thailand as cosmopolitans (khon mī khwām rū kiaokap thua lōk), not as traditional rice farmers even though most still retain their identity as ‘villagers’ (chāo bān). Even as this transformation has taken place, representations of ‘rural’ Thailand and especially of ‘rural’ northeastern Thailand that urban Thai encounter in TV programs, films, fiction, and the media have remained predicated on the assumptions that ‘villagers’ still live lives that are primarily agrarian and that they have inadequate or misguided understandings of the larger world. It is this disjunction between the ‘rural’ that cosmopolitan northeasterners actually identify with and the ‘rural’ that Thai urban middle class people imagine to exist that helps explain why consensus on Thai politics has broken down. 

In my paper I will draw primarily on my longitudinal research in a village in the central Northeastern province of Mahasarakham. Based on my research I trace how villagers have, since the early 1960s when my first research was carried out, re-oriented their economic life away from self-subsistence to producing cash crops for the market and then to dependence on earnings in urban Thailand and overseas. I also trace how villagers have moved from understanding their political status as one determined by elites in Bangkok to one that emerges from their own support of political parties.

Compared to urban dwellers in Thailand, Isaan villagers now have more understanding of the outside world (and that there are differences between power structures in overseas countries and those in Thailand) for two reasons.

First, the educative insights gained from a period of economic migrancy come from experiential learning that has not been manipulated by the ‘brainwashing’ of an imposed curriculum. John Dewey expressed this well in Democracy and Education (Dewey 1916) when he wrote: It may fairly be said, therefore, that any social arrangement that remains vitally social, or vitally shared, is educative to those who participate in it. Only when it becomes cast in a mold and runs in a routine way does it lose its educative power.

Returnee migrant workers come back with the ‘Higher Education’ that comes from experiential learning, whether they had previously been ‘schooled’ or not.

Second, in the village communities (compared to the urban ones) there is much more ‘story telling’ (rather than watching television) and the ‘stories’ of the cosmopolitan insights gained during economic migrancy are widely disseminated.

Much information on many of the constituent parts that combine to make up ‘well-being’ and ‘ill-being’ has been gathered by the Ministry of Social Development and Human Security in the surveys in1999, 2003, and 2007, upon which the Human Development Reports have been based. The latest Report: Human Security: Today and Tomorrow (UNDP 2010b) is a mine of information. Digging into its tables of basic data collected from each province (i.e. deeper than its rather-meaningless aggregations of unlike-with-unlike to produce National and Regional Human Achievement Indices) reveals a picture of adequate provision of ‘well-being’ factors in Isaan with little ‘ill-being’. On the other hand, the picture of the Bangkok Region is one of more-than-sufficient material provision together with less-than-sufficiency in social parameters.

To those who subscribe to the ideology of high and growing GDP per capita fuelling consumerism, Isaan appears poor; but if it is relaxed, harmonious family life that is sought, then Isaan appears rich.

As a village elder said, pointing to a quite-plump dog with a thriving litter of pups: “We have little money, but we are not poor. Not even a blind bitch starves in this village.”

This different rural paradigm results from an underlying acceptance of living frugally, i.e. in ‘non-wasteful sufficiency’ (Daly 2003). This contrasts with urban living, for which the paradigm is ‘wasteful over-consumption’.

In terms of Economic Theory, the village traditionally operated a Moral Economy on the lines detailed by Adam Smith in his primary work The Theory of Moral Sentiments (Smith 1759) in which Smith laid the philosophical groundwork for The Wealth of Nations (Smith 1776). Although the market has intruded to a greater proportion in recent decades, reciprocity and redistribution still have major places in the village economy. Consequently there is a strong base from which the village can proceed to erect a sustainable future.
The result is that Isaan is well-positioned to withstand the global shocks that will come with the contraction of the supplies of fossil-energy that has fuelled so much of the world’s increasing ‘busyness’ since AD1750. Additionally, it is well-positioned (by being able to accept inward urban-to-rural migration) to ‘rescue’ Bangkok from much of the trauma of those shocks which will progressively reduce Bangkok’s ability to feed and support its population.

However urban-to-rural migration will bring its challenges. Apart from retirees seeking a happier lifestyle after years of urban stress, urban-to-rural migration has no historical precedent. 

The re-absorbing of those inward migrants who have not been away from their childhood village for long, and of those who have maintained strong links with their antecedents’ villages by an annual visit at Songkran, can be envisaged as going fairly smoothly. 

But for young and middle-aged people who have been brought up to expect and partake in a purely-urban lifestyle, their transition will be prone to being fraught. 

It is much harder for the ‘ex-urban’ to fit into a rural village than it has been for an ‘ex-rural’ to fit into a town or city. 

Division-of-labour that broke down industrial manufacturing and commercial processes into small, quickly-learnt specialist roles at unskilled levels (and even at higher-skilled levels) cannot be applied to village enterprises of family farming, or to businesses that service family farming. Even petty peddling around the villages requires a far greater range of commercial and social skills than are required of a successful employee for a Department Store in a shopping mall.

EDUCATIONAL PROVISION FOR WELL-BEING FUTURES IN ISAAN

The requirement to cater to the needs of formerly-urban people to understand and develop the skills to partake, even survive, in the rural setting will mean big changes in school, college, and university education. 

A preliminary look at this challenge (for university education) was undertaken by this author in a paper for a Conference on Educational Research : Learning Communities for Sustainable Development. The title of the paper was: Well-being futures: in KKU, as a Federation of Village Colleges  (Allinson 2009).  The concluding part of that paper said:

KKU’s future students will be mostly those ‘barefoot professionals’ who will spend part of each day ‘economically-embedded’ in the activities of their family’s farm, or in the family’s sufficiency-agriculture alongside the family business in providing a service to their community, so they won’t be able to be on-campus full-time students.  (Additionally, they will not be able to afford the cost of daily travel to Khon Kaen, or to stay in the city, anyway.) 

As physical travel gets more and more expensive, it can be expected to result in each village getting its set of resident professionals who will be instrumental in building up their village’s, or township’s ‘social capital’. The village monks, the village vet, the village agricultural/water-supply/electrical engineer, the village soil-microbiology adviser, the village doctor, the village pharmacist, the village lawyer, the village police officer, the village mini/major/market manager, the village banker, and the village teachers whilst ‘servicing’ the farming families will also provide social (economic, political, cultural) leadership. 

KKU will need to assign senior members of faculty, at Associate Professor level, to provide guidance and mentoring. 

In a small village, there may only be enough students to justify two such guide-mentors, with one serving the students on the whole range of Science and Technology courses and the other serving those on the whole range of Humanities and Commerce courses. 

They and their students will, of course, be in full contact with faculty colleagues and classmates over the Internet.

So the city campus of a provincial university will only have, alongside the University administrative staff and some less-experienced faculty members in academic-administrative roles, those students who are preparing for a ‘traditional career’ in what remains of industry, such as oil and gas exploration and production.

There may well be some reluctance within a university to take on this new task of preparing an increasing proportion of students for lifestyles of ‘barefoot’ professionalism in the villages. 

But the rapid contraction of job opportunities in the urban areas will soon cause a contraction of student applicants to the ‘traditional’ courses. 

That reluctance of university staff can be expected to evaporate when they realise that persisting in it will lead to massive redundancies, and even the demise of the institution.

So the provincial university will be present in the villages in the form of a small physical presence (the Village College, probably located at the village secondary school) but with a huge ‘virtual’ presence. 

Communications systems require relatively little energy for their operation and can be expected to benefit from innovation and permit greater interaction between students and their classmates with their teachers by video mail and video conference. 

Some attendance at the university’s city campus will still be required, though. The social role of the university in the development of young people does require their face-to-face interaction, and so does the acquisition of the skills of presentation to a live audience. With adaptation, the methods of the Open Universities, with their home-based study plus attendance at Summer School, may come to be followed.  

In another paper (Allinson 2009) Well-being futures: in a scenario of Isaan’s Universities in transition to Federations of Village Colleges for an International Conference on Learning and Teaching, the Recommendation made was that: 

 Today’s students, at all levels, should be encouraged to consider and refine their images of their futures. 

In particular, young members of universities’ faculties should look to preparing themselves to work in the universities as universities will then be.
CONCLUSION

The scenario that emerges from the five years of Futures Studies reported above is that Isaan will be subject to dramatic changes in response to dramatic national changes that result from even more dramatic international changes. However, the changes for Isaan will not be as traumatic as they will be for the Greater Bangkok Region. (And Greater Bangkok will suffer less social trauma than will be suffered overseas in countries that are more heavily industrialised than Thailand).
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