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ABSTRACT

This study is a work of economic anthropology to understand social relations of workers
under context of rural restructuring in neoliberal era. It especially focuses on negotiating
meanings of work by rural workers in Chiang Mai province. They work in a frozen vegetables
and fruits factory that locates not so far from the village, and that produces frozen vegetables and
fruits to export to Japan. There are three findings.

Firstly, the “worker” as identity is newly emerging in rural area. There are various kinds
of workers. Among them, “workers with no choice” are most active in working as permanent
workers of factory under daily wage basis. They present themselves as a worker, by constructing
meanings of work both in production and consumption sides. Work in factories is hard and low
wages. But workers understand that working in a factory is participating in manufacturing of the
modern world, not in agriculture that is considered as an old fashion sector. In addition, workers
also have the opportunity to send children attending school and welfare state support on welfare.
They are willing to work long and continuous. Work in the opinion of the workers is not the only
beneficiaries ,but the quality of life due to work and the “Workers.” They organize self-support
group to solve economic problems, negotiate for wages with the factory, and kept relationship
with the village on the occasions of traditional festival or ceremonies. The workers understand
that they do not want employers to reduce their collective form into an individual worker, with
which form they might be easily exploited. After all, the “worker” as new identity in rural areas,
is not defined solely by the factory but socially constructed. It is the process of adaptation and
negotiation to make workers aware of their rights, knowledge and identity, which might lead to

formation of a trade union group in the future.



Secondly, employment in food processing factory located in rural areas is partially in a
modern industrial system. Because the factory could not efficiently utilize the logic of economic
incentives for workers to work hard whether by giving bonus for diligent workers or by grading
workers, etc, the factory come to turn to a local cultural logic. The cultural logic define the
meaning of work in another form in order to stabilize labor supply through continuation of
employment. In its practice, factory’s key strategies are construction of images of factory work
for women, utilization of a local network to recruit workers, and creation of homogeneity with the
community. Use of the logic of the local culture is also found in the factory through various
activities such as a sport day or the Songkran festival (Thai New Year). In short, since the factory
could not control the workers only in the shop floor absolutely, it must have controlled the
workers beyond it so as to hide the low wage problem as well as a problem of not treating the
workers as a “worker.”

Thirdly, why does factory use both economic and culture logic for employment? It is
because food processing plants in rural area is only upstream industries of the global food chain.
A plant is just a contract manufacturer to make products in the buyer-driven regime. It has to
follow buyer’s order through standardization, quality control, packaging, and so on, being
powerless in the decision making process. Since such a food processing plant is a labor intensive
sector with low technology, it strongly discipline and control labor to strengthen comparative
advantage. Although agro—food industry present itself as a modern factory somehow, it in fact
exploit the workers a lot and does not treat them as a “worker.” It is evident from the factory’s
flexible way of employment with combination of different types of employment, including
permanent workers, daily workers, subcontract workers, and short term contract workers. Such
flexible employment practice root in the concept of neoliberalism, aiming to reduce collective
form of workers into individual worker, as well as to oppose trade union.

In short, this study has demonstrated a problem of rural restructuring through which
villagers are integrated into the world labor market. Although they engage in secure job as
permanent workers, yet they are exposed to loss of identity as workers, of control over their own
lives, and of dignity. After all they are pushed into powerless. Nevertheless, workers do not
accept to be victim; they instead try to negotiate with factories in order to construct a space of

identity. Therefore, the rural restructuring process is complex.



