
Making Space for the Rural in an Urban World: Thailand in Asian Perspective

Abstract
The space of the rural seems self-evident.  It is the countryside. But this is a narrow conceptualisation 
which restricts our understanding of many of the key dynamics in the contemporary countryside. 
Processes of spatial integration Asia-wide have unsettled the rural and urban and the distinctions that are 
viewed as underpinning and informing such a division. Economic and social change and their spatial 
consequences have rendered notions of the rural as a bounded and identifiable spatial construct 
increasingly problematic. Expanding communication networks and intensifying human mobilities have 
‘exploded’ the urban, with rural consequences. The rural-urban dichotomy has, as a result, become 
increasingly awkward and, taken to its extreme, untenable because there is no longer any rural that lies 
beyond the urban. In addition, and partly in response to these developments, scholars of the rural have 
cast their net wider, beyond the countryside and farming, and beyond the material. Furthermore, post-
colonial scholarship has encouraged a reassessment of some of the foundational conceptual frameworks 
used to interpret rural (and urban) questions in the global South. This requires that we think of the rural 
not as a bounded space with empirically identifiable material characteristics, but as a process (or, rather, 
set of processes) and as an idea. In consequence, this further means that the rural is dynamic and 
continually evolving, changing and subject to change. Nonetheless, the rural as an idea, even as an 
empirical ‘reality’ is remarkably tenacious. The challenge of the rural is not just conceptual and empirical, 
it is also methodological. The categories through which we come to map, measure and therefore 
understand the rural, and the means by which we do this, are inadequate to the task at hand. The realities 
of change have sometimes run ahead of our ability to track them. 
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