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The author was Director of the Bangkok Ofi ce of the Center for
Southeast Asian Studies of Kyoto University from 1963 to 1966, during
which period he made a study of agricultural development in Thailand
and also visited the various countries of Southeast Asia. On the basis of
this field‑work he makes clear the factors irnpeding the development of
agriculture in Southeast Asia with regard to such matters as decision‑making
units, capital, socio‑economic conditions, technology, and prices, and goes
on to advocate some feasible development policies.

INTRODUCTION

F

OR THE PURPOSES of preventing the enlargement of the economic dif‑

ferentials known by the narne of '<the conflict between North and South"
and the intensification of the imbalances between population and food supplies,

the development of agriculture in Southeast Asia has become a world problem
of the present day. In particular, inasmuch as Southeast Asia is a crucial
area in international politics its importance is likely to be stressed all the
more. Further, for Japan, whose self‑sufficiency in foodstuffs has declined to

around 700/0, Southeast Asia may be thought of as a new source of food
supplies.

In order to develop the agriculture of Southeast Asia, however, many
obstacles must be overcome. Southeast Asia, composed of ten countries,
possesses aspects both of unity and of diversity, but in the present paper we

propose to disregard the conditions peculiar to each country and to make
clear the basic conditions common to all the countries of Southeast Asia.

I. DECISION‑MAKlNG UNITS IN AGRICULTURAL

DEVELOPMENT

It need hardly be said that in agricultural development the decision‑
making units concerned possess a decisive role. In the case of the agriculture
of Southeast Asia we may cite three such uriits‑the planters, the peasantry,

and the governments.

1. The Planters
Up to the Second World War, planters, that is, the plantation entre‑
preneurs, played an extremely important role in agricultural development in

426 The Developing Economies
Southeast Asia. In particular, in the peninsular and island countries of
Malaysia, Indonesia, the Philippines, etc., such tropical crops as rubber, sugar‑

cane, coconuts, palm oil, sisal, tea, coffee, and cotton were developed under

the plantation form of management. The role performed by the colonial
governments in these regions consisted of assisting the development of these
plaTrtations by providing legal backing for the acquisition of land, carrying
out experimental research on agricultural technology, and, further, by making
available the labour‑force required. On the other hand, the colonial author‑
ities paid hardly any attention to the development of native agriculture. In
other words, native agriculture was placed in a wholly subordinate position
within a dual structure of colonial agriculture consisting of foreign commer‑
cialized plantation agriculture and native subsistence agriculture.
We may note that in the rice‑producing agriculture of Mainland Southeast
Asia, as in Burma, Thailand, and Indo‑Chinese countries, the realm of the

planter was limited, and at the same time the functions performed by the
government were not great. Viewing pre‑war agricultural development in
Southeast Asia as a whole, we may say that the role of plantations was
extraordinarily great.

The most marked change in the post‑war agricultural structure in South‑
east Asia has been the decline of the plantation. This is so despite the fact

that in Malaya the greater part of the rubber plantations formerly run by
white men has passed into the hands of overseas Chinese and that in Indonesia

too, some plantations formerly run by the Dutch remain under the manage‑
ment of Indonesians or overseas Chinese, while in South Viet‑Nam there are
still a few plantations run by the French, and in post‑war Thailand two
Japanese sugar companies. Shibaura Iseit and Osaka seit , have entered
the field of sugar‑cane cultivation. Viewed as a whole, the planter may
be regarded as having lost his position as one of the basic decision‑
making units in agricultural development at present as a result of the manage‑

ment factors which have rendered the cultivation of tropical crops by
native peasants more profitable than plantation agriculture, and, at the same
time, as a result of the political fadtor, represented by the sharp decrease in

the numbers of foreign planters, which has accompanied the formation and
development of the newly arisen nation states, and it is not likely that the
planters will recover their lost position in the future.

2. The Peasantry
The direct undertakers of agricultural production are the cultivating
peasants themselves. Investment by landlords in bringing new land under
cultivation, in coastal, riverine and lacustrine reclamation, and in land im‑
provement works, is not much practised. It is of course true that the role

of landlord capital in the development of the Rangsit area of the Central
Plain in Thailand at the beginning of the present century cannot be ignored
in the context of the history of the development of rice cultivation in that
country. In the case of the development of rice cultivation in the lrrawaddy
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Delta in Burma, too, Iandlords had a considerable role. Both of these instances
are of a historic character, and at present the functions of landlords in agri‑

cultural development may be said to be of a low order.
It is said with regard to the cultivating peasantries of Southeast Asia
that " they are never in desperate want of food because bananas, coconuts
and so on grow wild in that region, that the very simplest of housing, enough
to keep out wind and rain, is sufficient for them, and that since it is warm
they need not worry about clothing ; consequently, there is no obstacle to
their making a livelihood even if they be lazy, and extremely deficient in
the will to work." It is even thought that it may not be possible to treat
them as homines economici at the level of economic theory. I have the feeling,
however, partly derived from my own on‑the‑spot investigations, that general
theories such as this concerning the attributes of the peasantries of Southeast
Asia are apt to lead to error. Considering only the question of the will to
work, for example, it has been observed that there is a marked difference

between the peasantry of Malaya and that of Thailand, although these two
countries lie adjacent to one another. What I wish to stress here is the results
obtained from my village surveys in the alluvial plains, such as those of the

lrrawaddy in Burma and the Menam in Thailand. In particular, the peas‑
antry of the Central Plain in Thailand treat new consumer goods in the
form of clothing, food and condiments, beer, tobacco, etc., as a matter of
course and, moreover, face an influx of transistor radios, autobikes and other

durable consumer goods. But since they cannot obtain the cash income to
pay for these articles they may be said to be living in a certain state of
frustration. A thirst for cash income accompanying the change in the pattern
of consumption, a recognition of the necessity for an increase in income in
order to meet this, and a positive desire to improve the management of the
holding in order to produce this increase in income‑these are the necessary
conditions for their qualifying as homines economici.

It is abundantly clear, however, that such non‑economic conditions as
tradition, religion, education, technology, and the level of knowledge have
prevented them from becoming homines economici in the fullest sense. For
example, Iet us consider the question of the degree of social consciousness
among the peasantry. In Thailand, in time of water‑shortage, it is common

for the peasants to break down common embankments and draw water into
their own fields entirely at their own will, or to ignore the damage to common
embankments caused by their water‑buffaloes when they cross irrigation canals

and ditches. These facts raise an important question regarding the mainte‑
nance of irrigation installations in Thailand. As countermeasures, there is
no alternative but for the government to appoint supervisors of irrigation
canals and ditches, but it is next to impossible for the government to adminis‑
ter all the irrigation canals, 1 rge and small, in this extensive plain. There

is no alternative but to await the appearance of social consciousness among
the peasantry. It is probable that any observer would be startled by the
lowness of the level of communal consciousness among the peasantry, based
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as it is on ignorance. But it will not do for us to conclude from this that
"no matter how much effort governments may put into agricultural develop‑
ment it will be no good, because the peasants will not co‑operate." The
peasants already possess a desire for new development, but they are inferior
not only in levels of technology but also in levels of social consciousness.
We are obliged to say that while the peasantry fulfil some of the necessary
conditions as a decision‑making unit in agricultural development they are
deflcient in the suflicient conditions.
At this point there arises the question of peasant education, or educational

investment. This may be divided into school education (particularly elemen‑
tary education) and agricultural or rural extension work. School education
contributes indirectly to agricultural development. But agricultural improve‑
ment and extension work are more urgent than anything else as tasks having
direct consequences. If agricultural improvement and extension work were
more fully carried out, the consciousness, Ievel of knowledge, and technology
among the peasantry may be expected to rise rapidly. For this to be accom‑
plished it will be necessary, on the one hand, for some time to elapse, and
at the same time the matter will depend to a very large extent on the policies

of the government. In other words, the question of the peasantry as a
decision‑making unit in agricultural development will, to a certain extent, be

switched to a question of the government, a matter which we discuss next.

3. The Government
The agricultural improvernent and extension work which we have men‑
tioned above is a task which falls to the government. In the future, as is
clear, advances in agriculture will not depend on the peasants themselves
but will be initiated by the government. In this case the government possesses
two functions. One is that of basic policy, of deciding in which directions
to advance development, and the other is that of providing flnancial backing
sufficient to implement basic policy. In other words, the government must
perform an entrepreneurial role which includes innovation in agricultural
development. We shall discuss later the provision of funds as a part of this
entrepreneurial role. For the present I wish to exarnine the drawing up and
execution of plans by the government as a decision‑making unit in agricultural
development.
What is demanded of the government as a decision‑making unit in agri‑
cultural development before all else is political stability. Agricultural develop‑

ment is not easily advanced in those countries in post‑war Southeast Asia,

such as North and South Viet‑Nam and Indonesia, which have been in a
continuous state of political confusion. The country which, in contrast to
these, has been stable is Thailand. It is possible to say that Thailand is a
model case of economic development, not only in Southeast Asia but among
the developing countries in general, and this had been due in very great
measure to the political stability of the country since the war.

Next, we may expect that there will be a strong demand for governments

