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In More than Rural: Textures of Thailand’s Agrarian Transformation, Jonathan 
Rigg offers a critical assessment of changes—and some surprising 
continuities—in Thailand stemming from development aimed at 
modernizing the agricultural sector. Working skillfully with a great 
range of primary and secondary sources (both Thai and English), the 
breadth and depth of the book evidence the author’s mastery of detail 
and his dedication, across nearly forty years, to Thai farmers and their 
families. At the outset, Rigg writes, “The book starts with a simple 
puzzle and centers on one equally simple argument. Everything else is 
connected in one way or another. The puzzle is why Thailand’s rapid 
development, modernization, and deep structural change have not 
led to a more thoroughgoing restructuring of the countryside. This is 
reflected, most obviously, in the apparent persistence of the Thai small-
holder.”1 As the phrase ‘apparent persistence’ indicates the picture that 
emerges in this book is one of a complex set of processes that elude 
simple categorization. Rigg writes accessibly and uses examples that 
make the shifting landscapes of rural Thailand more comprehensible, 
while reiterating the questions that keep the book’s focus: “In 1975, there 
were 4.2 million smallholder households in Thailand, in 2013, 5.9 million. 
Over that period, the average area of these smallholdings shrank from 
3.7 hectares to 3.2 hectares . . . Thailand may be, in World Bank parlance, 
and upper-middle-income economy, but it has millions of farms 
operating with apparently, semi-subsistence production logics. . . . This 
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is modernization without depeasantization. In short, what is an upper-
middle-income country doing with millions of subsistence farmers?”2 

The very title indicates that there is little that is simple when we 
attempt to grasp the myriad ways Thai smallholders have adapted 
and persisted, to the puzzlement of policy-makers and scholars. “The 
smallholder has not been consigned to history. Livelihood—in material 
terms—have markedly improved, even as landholdings have shrunk, 
often to sub-livelihood size. In the process households have taken on 
new, somewhat unexpected forms. These forms and the livelihoods 
that shape them and vice versa have enabled rural populations to adopt 
consumerist lifestyles while maintaining send me subsistence modes of 
production.”3

But how to approach the rural in a way that does not deny its 
interconnectedness to the urban but which also does justice to what 
makes its dynamic nature and complex transformation its own: “[I]t 
is impossible to think about the Thai rural without conjuring the Thai 
urban. The Thai rural is always viewed, measured, and assessed—and 
this applies as much to scholars and policymakers as to the population at 
large—with the urban in mind. The urban mentally shapes the rural and 
vice-versa, with manifold implications for theory, policy, and practice.”4 
As the entry points for his book, Rigg takes these key controversies and 
points of dispute that have animated agrarian debates in Thailand over 
the last two or three decades.

Chapter 1 lays this out this terrain. Were rural communities ever 
as bounded by time and space as the writings about them in the past 
suggested? In Rigg’s view, descriptions of life in the countryside tended 
either to romanticize or exaggerate the degree to which village life was 
static and cut off from forces moving in the country more widely. 

As Chapter 2 argues, the consequences of these mis-readings of the 
past and the nature of the “traditional village” have been long-standing 
in scholarly and policy, as well as in popular perceptions. The rural 
continues to be measured against the urban in ways that are not only 
outdated but which serve to obscure a more nuanced understanding of 
what is actually going on. This is particularly seen when Rigg writes, “The 
categories by which we come to map, measure and therefore understand 
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the rural, and the means by which we do this are inadequate to the task 
at hand.”5 

Chapter 3 offers alternatives by drawing on theoretical innovations 
in the field of geography. If development and modernization have 
blurred the boundaries between the rural and the urban, by what means 
is it possible to capture the “rural”? Rigg brings new readings to older 
arguments and weighs in on them with great confidence. He draws upon 
evidence from primary materials and secondary studies to challenge 
many of the assumptions that have helped shape the understanding 
of rural Thailand. He insists that there is no simple way to capture 50 
or so years of development programs and modernization processes 
which have resulted in migration, rural industrialization, and the 
interpenetration of the urban and the rural. Here, what “more than rural” 
winds up being is not a “hybrid confection of rural and urban,” Rigg 
states, but “the rural may no longer be the rural of popular imagination 
but, in the process, it has not become simply more urban.”6

In Chapters 4 and 5, an assessment of Thailand’s development history 
comes into view: “There is no question that rural people are vastly better 
off in material terms than they were at the start of the developmental 
projects.”7 The social consequences of Thailand’s modernization and 
development, when rural Thais moved fully not only into a market 
economy but also into a market society, have been mixed: “[T]he 
direction of travel is never one way; positive social changes will go hand-
in-hand with negative transformations, and furthermore, these will have 
differential impacts according to class (income), gender, generation, and 
ethnicity. For Thai rural women and youth, the opportunities afforded 
by economic change may be considerable—for example, giving them a 
degree of freedom not easily possible in the ‘traditional’ village.”8 

Given Rigg ’s years of experience in long-term research and 
writing on Thailand, this handwringing interjection comes across as 
somewhat disingenuous: “We have become so inured to the notion that 
development is about material prosperity that we no longer consider 
how we have arrived at this point and with what consequences. The 
role of the market in market relations in driving prosperity-delivering 
economic growth has become normalized.”9 This comes across as a very 
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curious comment given that journalistic writing, scholarship, and social 
movements offer strong critiques of precisely this issue—and, what is 
more, have done so throughout the development process.

While Chapter 5 addresses societal norms, gender and generational 
roles and relations, it is only in the course of a short section of Chapter 
7 that Rigg acknowledges that what is missing from his analysis is 
any discussion of reproductive or domestic labor. “No attention has 
been paid to domestic work and reproductive labor (caregiving). This 
gap is significant not just because the ‘productive’ labor of some is 
predicated on the ‘reproductive’ labor of others, as gender theorists and 
feminist scholars have pointed out. The focus on productive laboring, 
particularly when this in turn pays special attention to waged or income-
generating work, means that we are in danger of overlooking many of 
the more significant changes in society.”10 It was not clear to this reviewer 
what to make of this statement, coming as it does as something of an 
afterthought. 

Rigg is very critical of the policy shifts that have occurred since the 
early 2000s with the introduction of the “sufficiency economy,” a concept 
which exhorts villagers to be satisfied with what they can produce. This 
new term, which first surfaced in the wake of the Asian Financial Crisis, 
more or less tells farmers that they should be content with their lot. “The 
Thai state, having spent four decades convincing the rural population 
to be less contented with their lot, has focused during the years since 
the start of the new millennium on trying to turn things on their head, 
admonishing the population to be content with a ‘sufficiency’ of material 
prosperity. The evidence, however, is that having marched the Thai 
people to the top of the hill of materialism it is proving rather harder to 
march them down again. What has been done is now hard to undo.”11 

Rigg reserves an especially sharp word for the fact that development 
policy did not think in terms of the success of its “targets”—namely, 
the people in the countryside. “These interventions have been informed 
by certain assumptions about how best to drive economic growth and 
generate material prosperity, but how the targets—in other words, 
people in the countryside—of such interventions . . . might respond 
socially was not seriously considered. They were pawns on the 



Review of Jonathan Rigg, More than Rural 131

development chess board, populations to be educated and developed 
and labor to be utilized. The fact that they are both victims and agents of 
such changes was generally not considered germane to the core issue of 
how to generate growth.”12 

The latter half of the book sits more squarely within a critique of 
political economy, and Chapters 6, 7, and 8, which focus on land, labor 
and livelihood respectively, are interconnected in important ways. 
These are the chapters the reader will most benefit if he or she has some 
previous familiarity with the discipline of agrarian studies and with 
the debates on capitalism in Southeast Asia. Treating the Thai case as 
comparable to that of other countries in the region, and citing his own 
previous collaborative work, Rigg offers this explanation of one of the 
big conundrums with which scholars and policy makers have grappled—
namely, how researchers can plausibly explain the persistence of the 
smallholder. “Simply put, smallholders will hold on to their land until 
they can be assured that their exit from agriculture will not expose them 
to livelihood insecurity . . . [L]ivelihood security is, in other words, 
coproduced in the factories and fields of East Asia.”13 Reminders come 
in Chapter 7, however, that although people may continue to maintain a 
presence on the land, they may yet derive their income from a variety of 
other types of work. This is, indeed, a space and a way of life that is “more 
than rural.”

In Chapter 9, the final core chapter of the book, Rigg moves back 
and forth between the regional and the national. The Thai capitalist 
development and modernization has occurred without the peasants 
losing their land (a process of accumulation without dispossession), a 
situation which has parallels in the region. Importantly, in this chapter, 
Rigg pushes for a reworking of old formulations about class, a concept 
that has typically been the bedrock of agrarian studies. Coming as it 
does at this moment in Thai history, what seems to be at stake is not only 
the potential for analytic and theoretical innovation but also plausible 
readings of Thailand’s ongoing political impasse. Thais who identify 
as rural, and who have achieved a higher standard of living through 
the processes of capitalist development, still feel that they are not 
treated as co-equals with their urban Thai compatriots. In this sense, the 
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inequalities that are an indelible feature of Thailand seem to be as much 
social and cultural as they are economic.

The richness of this book comes not so much from what it says about 
Southeast Asia as from the deep dives it takes into the Thai countryside, 
where the words of the many interviewees are deftly woven into the 
narrative. The data, quantitative as well as qualitative, is impressive 
and should make this book an excellent resource both for upper-level 
undergraduate students and researchers in the field of Southeast Asian 
agrarian studies. 

In his conclusion, Rigg appears reluctant to do more than simply 
offer some possible scenarios of what the future holds. It is hard to be 
sanguine that the political reforms so desperately needed will come soon 
enough to ameliorate the situation in the rural—or indeed in the urban 
areas—of Thailand. We are indebted to Jonathan Rigg whose steady 
hand allows us to appreciate how complex and category-eluding these 
changes have been and, barring major upheaval, will likely continue to 
be into the future.
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