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Migratory Aspirations of the New Middle Class:  
A Case Study of Thai Technical Intern Training Program 
Workers in Japan

Jessadakorn Kalapong*

For decades, the migration of unskilled and low-skilled migrant workers from 
Southeast Asia to various destinations has continued to increase.  Japan, which has 
long depended on Southeast Asian migrant workers, recruits workers through the 
Technical Intern Training Program (TITP).  Migrant workers in this program 
undertake low-skilled 3D (dirty, dangerous, and difficult) tasks for lower wages and 
fewer rights than other foreign-worker groups.  However, a closer look at their 
socioeconomic background prior to migration reveals they are often not simply 
unskilled labor.  Using the case of Thailand, this paper shows that many belong to a 
newly configured middle class who, in terms of income, occupation, and educational 
attainment, have achieved certain levels of social and economic capital.  Through 
ethnographic research on Thai TITP workers in Japan, this paper examines the 
relationships between migrants’ socioeconomic backgrounds in their home countries 
and their aspiration to migrate as unskilled labor.  It clarifies how migration aspira-
tions are shaped by their experiences within a new middle class through global 
cultural flows between Southeast and East Asia.

Keywords:	 international migration, migratory aspirations, Thai migrant workers, 
new middle class, Technical Intern Training Program

I  Introduction

Since the 1970s, Southeast Asians have been migrating to participate in labor markets 
overseas (Asis and Piper 2008).  The Philippines, Indonesia, Thailand, and more recently 
Vietnam are among the major source countries of migrant workers for many economies, 
particularly in the Middle East, East Asia, and even Southeast Asia (e.g., Malaysia, 
Singapore, and Brunei).  Many of these workers perform unskilled and low-skilled or 
3D  (dirty, dangerous, and difficult) jobs, primarily to fill positions that citizens of the 
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destination countries avoid.   However, a closer look at the workers’ socioeconomic 
background before migration shows that this is not simply the flow of unskilled labor from 
developing to more developed countries.  Many migrants have completed secondary or 
even tertiary education and held non-labor jobs in their home countries.1)  They are not 
necessarily poor but rather part of a new middle class  with upward mobility.  This 
constitutes the principal question of this study: How do the dynamics in the migrant 
workers’ home countries affect their aspirations to migrate overseas for menial jobs?

In recent years, Japan has become a top destination for Southeast Asian migrant 
workers.  Many documented unskilled and low-skilled workers are recruited through the 
Technical Intern Training Program (TITP).2)  Previous studies (e.g., Shipper 2010; 
Tanyaporn 2011; Kamibayashi 2013; Piyada 2021) suggest that TITP is a channel through 
which the Japanese government has engaged foreign workers as “trainees” to supply the 
labor market since 1993.  Since its implementation, TITP has been criticized for serving 
as a channel for Japanese small and medium enterprises to hire foreign workers for 3D 
tasks at lower wages than other foreign workers and with limited professional and 
personal rights.  There have been several cases of TITP workers fleeing their employers 
due to abuse, poor pay, and inability to switch employers or seek advice (Sunai 2019).  
Scholars have shown that TITP workers have limited contact with Japanese, since their 
Japanese-language skills are insufficient for communication at work or in society (Shitara 
2021).  Despite these criticisms, TITP workers in Japan have continuously increased, 
reaching more than 370,000 by 2020, even though the Covid-19 pandemic temporarily 
slowed cross-border travel that year, causing the number to drop slightly (see Table 1).  
Vietnam, China, Indonesia, the Philippines, Myanmar, Thailand, and Cambodia account 
for the majority of TITP workers.   Previous studies have noted that the reasons for TITP 
workers migrating to Japan include the desire to earn a higher income and experience 
life abroad.  Yet scholarship has not clarified the relationship between their socioeconomic 
background back home and their migration.

Incorporating class into the study provides an insight into TITP workers’ migration 
decision making based on the capital available at home.  Disparities in the workers’ 

1)	 See, for example, t he cases of Filipino workers in Canada (Kelly 2012) and Vietnamese workers in 
Japan (Shitara 2021).

2)	 The Technical Intern Training Program (TITP) was officially established by the Japanese government 
in 1993 to allow Japanese employers to hire foreign workers as “trainees” and “technical interns.”  
In the 2009 amendment of Ja pan’s immigration law, the dual status of trainee and technical intern 
was replaced by the “technical intern training” residence status.  Today, TITP workers are per-
mitted to work in Japan for three to five years.  They are employed in agriculture, fishery, construc-
tion, food manufacturing, textiles, and machinery, among other areas.  The Japanese government 
plans to discontinue TITP and replace it with a new scheme, which is expected to be implemented 
by 2027.  TITP workers are able to come to Japan until the new system is fully implemented.
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sources of social capital have a differential effect on their aspirations for migration 
(Pendergrass 2013).  The perspective of class also provides an understanding of the 
influence of socioeconomic structures on the subjectivities of social agents, such as 
thoughts, perceptions, expressions, and actions.  Pierre Bourdieu (2013) proposed that 
class habitus, as homogeneous systems of agents’ dispositions under homogeneous 
conditions, produces the subjectivities of social agents belonging to that class.  This 
focus enables an understanding of migratory aspirations as emerging from subjectivities 
created by the socioeconomic circumstances shaping migrants’ lives and choices at home.

This paper focuses on Thai migrant workers in Japan under TITP and examines 
changes in their socioeconomic status—specifically, how their social class transformed 
and how this impacted their migratory aspirations.  From the program’s inception, the 
trajectory of the number of Thai TITP workers increased in tandem with the total 
number of TITP workers (see Table 1).  The ratio of female-to-male workers also 
constantly increased (see Fig. 1).3)  Thailand’s current labor outflow coincides with its 
own demand for unskilled and low-skilled labor.  Socioeconomic changes over the past 

Table  1  Number of TITP Workers in Japan between 2015 and 2020

Nationality
Year

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

Vietnam 57,581 88,211 123,563 164,499 218,727 208,879

China 89,086 80,857 77,567 77,806 82,370 63,741

Indonesia 15,307 18,725 21,894 26,914 35,404 34,459

Philippines 17,740 22,674 27,809 30,321 35,874 31,648

Myanmar 1,978 3,960 6,144 8,432 13,118 13,963

Thailand 6,084 7,279 8,430 9,639 11,325 10,735

Cambodia 3,106 4,865 6,180 7,424 9,516 9,970

Mongolia 624 774 1,099 1,484 2,123 2,310

Sri Lanka 223 265 341 487 740 839

Laos 321 394 429 480 555 521

Others 605 584 777 874 1,220 1,135

Total 192,655 228,588 274,233 328,360 410,972 378,200

Source: �Compiled from the change in the number of mid- to long-term residents with the residence status of 
“Technical Intern Training (i),” “Technical Intern Training (ii),” and “Technical Intern Training (iii)” 
between 2015 and 2020 (Japan, Immigration Service Agency 2020, 182; 2021, 184).

3)	 Between 2009 and 2021, the ratio of Thai female to male TITP workers increased.  Particularly in 
2021, when only a small number of workers were permitted to cross borders due to the Covid-19 
pandemic, the proportion of female TITP workers exceeded that of males.
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three decades have resulted not only in a shift in the labor market but also in the con-
figuration of a new class.  This makes Thailand an important case study for examining 
the socioeconomic and cultural dynamics of migrants’ home countries and their influence 
on labor migration.

This paper is based on qualitative and quantitative data collected through fieldwork 
between July 2020 and June 2022 in Miyagi, Saitama, Aichi, Shiga, Mie, and Kumamoto 
Prefectures, with a total of 29 TITP workers (18 males and 11 females) from various 
sectors.4)  Most participants were from Thailand’s northeastern provinces (20), with the 
rest from the northern (7), central (1), and eastern (1) regions.  Most were aged 26–30 
(12) and 21–25 (11) years, while the remainder were 31–35 (3) and 36–40 (3).  They 
were introduced through the Thai network in Japan and the snowball sampling method.  
The ethnographic interview technique was used to elicit narratives from the workers 
regarding their lives before migration, their experiences working in Japan, and their 
expectations for the future.  Additionally, questionnaire surveys were distributed to all 
29 interviewees and an additional 19 respondents introduced through interviewees and 
the network of Thai.  These consisted of multiple-choice questions designed to collect 
data on income, occupation, education level, and reasons for migration.  While the sample 
sizes were relatively small, the results were compared to prior research on Thai migrant 
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Fig.  1  Estimated Number and Percentage of Thai Male and Female Workers Permitted to Work in 
Japan under TITP from 2009 to 2021

Sources: Thailand, Department of Employment (2010; 2011; 2012b; 2013; 2014; 2015; 2016; 2017; 2018; 
2019; 2021; 2022)

Note: The number of Thai TITP workers is estimated based on the number of job seekers permitted by 
the DOE to work in Japan, channeled through the DOE and recruitment agencies.

4)	 Each participant is provided a pseudonym in the Thai nickname fashion to maintain their anonymity.
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workers abroad, particularly to gain an insight into the present economic situation of 
such workers.5)

II  Formation of the New Middle Class in Thailand

Thailand’s middle class has been identified differently by scholars in accordance with the 
country’s socioeconomic dynamics.  Members of this class do not directly govern either 
the country or the peasantry (Nidhi 2011, 55), yet they are politically, economically, and 
culturally influential.  The formation of this social class can be attributed to elements 
such as socioeconomic dynamics, regional development, nationalism, territorialization, 
and racialization.  These processes, not always concurrent, have contributed to the 
upward mobility of different groups at different times.  Previous studies suggest that 
the middle class consists of multiple groups of people from different ethnic and social 
backgrounds; thus, their consciousness is not always unified (Funatsu and Kagoya 
2003; Nidhi 2011; Kanokrat 2021).  This study differentiates between the old middle 
class, formed before the 1990s, and the new middle class, which emerged during the 
three subsequent decades.

Before the 1960s, Thailand’s middle class consisted of a small group of people such 
as bureaucrats and ethnic Chinese businessmen (Nidhi 2011, 55–58).  The former had 
close historical ties to the ruling elites during the absolute monarchy.  The latter were 
immigrants who, while barred from participating in administration due to their ethnicity, 
accumulated capital and forged ties with the state to safeguard their businesses.  How-
ever, thanks to the nationalist policies during the 1910s–1940s, ethnic Chinese could 
assimilate into Thai ethnoideology (values, attitudes, and precepts that constitute 
Thainess) and increase their role in Thai politics in the following decades (Kasian 1997).  
Educational expansion in the 1960s and 1970s at the secondary and university levels led 
to the growth of the middle class.  This benefited assimilated Chinese descendants the 
most, as it allowed several to enter the state bureaucracy (Anderson 1977, 17; Shiraishi 
2008, 4–5).  It also raised the social status of people from varied social backgrounds 
who had access to education, predominantly in urban areas (Funatsu and Kagoya 2003, 
251–257).  Thailand’s economic progress due to global finance and foreign direct invest-
ment from the mid-1980s to the mid-1990s led to an increase in the number of people 

5)	 The limited number of narratives lead to some limitations in this paper.  It is difficult to fully 
incorporate an analysis from other perspectives, such as gender, as they were not explicitly reflected 
in discussions with informants.  The intersection between class and gender will form the basis of 
future research to pull out a more nuanced analysis.
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working in the private sector as professionals, technicians, executives, managers, and 
white-collar office workers (Shiraishi 2008, 4–5).

In addition to their common educational and occupational traits, the Thai middle 
class of the 1990s shared consumption practices.  Cars, condos, electronic gadgets, and 
fashion became the “standard package” representing their cultural identity (Shiraishi 
2008).  Most people possessing these forms of economic, social, and cultural capital lived 
in urban areas, particularly the Bangkok metropolitan area, where development was 
centered; rural areas, where most of the population were farmers, lagged behind.

From the 1990s, rural areas experienced significant social and economic develop-
ment, which contributed to the emergence of a new middle class outside of the urban 
areas.  In the 1990s, younger generations in rural areas moved to metropolitan areas to 
take up non-agricultural jobs.  Traditional farmers, older people who relied on remittances 
from their migrant children, no longer engaged in full-time agricultural activities, thus 
diminishing their contribution to Thailand’s agricultural sector.  Machinery-dependent 
farmers’ importance grew, and they became part of Thailand’s newly configuring middle 
class (Apichat et al. 2013; Fujita 2018).6)  Over the years, they transformed from farmers 
to entrepreneurs at several market levels, including farmers who relied on wage labor 
for production and sales, owners of small agricultural product processing facilities, and 
intermediaries in the sale of agricultural products.  As demand grew in rural areas, new 
occupations such as construction contractors, beauty salon owners, retailers, grocery 
store owners, and motor vehicle and agricultural machinery mechanics emerged (Attachak 
2016).  In the 2000s, most of the rural population comprised middle-income individuals 
earning more than 50 percent above the poverty line (Walker 2012, 36–44).

Another key factor affecting rural socioeconomic development and the background 
of Thai migrant workers was educational development.  In the 1990s, the Thai govern-
ment promoted secondary education in order to increase skilled labor.  The 1997 Con-
stitution and the 1999 National Education Act changed the requirement of six years’ 
compulsory education (primary school) to nine years (junior high school).  Basic education 
was established at 12 years of attendance, the equivalent of high school.  Thailand’s 
decline in fertility resulted in a smaller number of youngsters receiving schooling.  
Simultaneously, Thailand’s economic growth increased the government’s capacity to 
invest in education.  Consequently, enrollment in Thailand’s educational system increased 

6)	 Apichat et al. (2013) identified a new middle class in Thailand by using an income indicator of 
5,000–10,000 baht (about USD 147–295), while the average monthly income of Thai people was 
6,239 baht (about USD 184) in 2009 (Apichat et al. 2013, 42–45).  They noted that traditional 
farmers and laborers were the only two occupations that could not be classified as middle class 
because their incomes fell below that threshold.
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at all levels.  The average duration of schooling increased from four years in 1967 to 
nearly 12 in 2007 (Michel 2010, 33–34).  In short, improved access to education elevated 
rural people’s social and cultural capital—they now had degrees or certifications that 
qualified them for employment.

People in rural Thailand may be classified as middle class, but they have fewer 
educational, skill, and capital resources as well as fewer social and economic opportunities 
than urban dwellers.  The income gap remains huge.7)  Many in the emerging middle 
class work in the informal sector, such as household businesses and work for hire, with 
unsecured income (Apichat et al. 2013, 44–45).  Some are employed in the public and 
private sectors but in low-level positions (Apichat and Anusorn 2017, 77–79).  This 
socio-spatial disparity in prosperity is not only a result of the country’s uneven economic 
structure but also intersects with racialized territorialization on the domestic level.  As 
a result of nation building throughout history, the formerly Lao ethnolinguistic population 
in rural Thailand’s Upper North and Northeast (Isan) as well as the Muslim population 
in the South have been subordinated to a lower position than Bangkok’s population 
(Glassman 2020).  Thus, it can be said that the new middle class consists of predominantly 
ethnolinguistically inferior rural populations that are climbing up the socioeconomic 
scale with limited economic, social, and cultural capital.

This perspective on class formation in Thailand under an unequal socioeconomic 
and cultural structure is crucial to comprehending the migration of rural Thai today.  
Overseas migration is seen by the rural-based newly configuring class as a tool to 
overcome limitations at home.

III  Thai Migrant Workers between the 1970s and 1990s

In migration studies Thailand is not depicted as a significant source of overseas workers, 
though Thai workers have participated in the migratory flow for decades.  This section 
identifies the structural factors behind Thai workers, primarily from the agricultural 
sector, migrating as unskilled labor to Thai cities or abroad since the 1970s: these factors 
include social and economic conditions in Thailand, government policies in Thailand 
and destination countries, and the international political and economic situation.

7)	 According to the National Statistical Office of Thailand (2020a), the average monthly income per 
capita in 2019 was 9,450 baht (USD 284).  The highest income group, comprising 42.7 percent of 
the population, had an average monthly income of 25,894 baht (USD 776), while the lowest income 
group, comprising 7.7 percent of the population, had an average monthly income of 2,890 baht 
(USD 86).
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In the 1960s, demographic changes along with counter-communist development 
projects in rural areas increased the domestic migration of rural Thai workers.  The 
construction of roads connecting Bangkok with rural areas, particularly in the Isan 
region, enabled villagers to migrate to metropolitan centers.  With the population growth 
in rural areas exceeding the capacity of the agricultural sector in the 1960s and severe 
constraints on the expansion of commercial agriculture and sale of local products during 
the following decade, both male and female villagers followed their relatives to Bangkok 
in search of work.  Charles Keyes’s 1963 survey in an Isan village found that almost 30 
percent of men under the age of 20 had experienced migration to Bangkok for a few 
months or years (Keyes 2012, 348–353).

While infrastructure development increased rural-to-urban mobility, the global 
economic and political situation in the 1970s created the first wave of international 
migration of Thai workers.  The 1973 oil price increase necessitated the employment of 
migrant laborers, primarily from South and Southeast Asia, for massive construction 
projects in Gulf oil-producing nations (Amjad 1989, 3–4).  Conversely, in Thailand the 
oil price increase caused economic stagnation.  In addition, unemployment rose after 
1975 with the withdrawal of American military bases that had employed many Thai, 
particularly in lawn care and labor services.  The Thai government adopted a labor export 
policy for the Middle East in the early 1980s to alleviate economic stagnation (Baker 
and Pasuk 2014, 303).  Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Qatar, 
Iraq, the United Arab Emirates, and Libya accounted for more than 80–90 percent of 
Thai migrants abroad—mostly unskilled laborers in the construction and production 
industries (Wipawee 1988; Charit 1989; Surapun 2001).  Previous studies on the first 
wave of rural Thai migrating overseas revealed that they came from a relatively low 
socioeconomic background in terms of income, occupation, and educational attainment.  
Most came from agricultural backgrounds, while others had worked as laborers, janitors, 
carpenters, bricklayers, and drivers.  Almost 75 percent had completed primary schooling 
(Wipawee 1988, 95–100).

However, in the late 1980s growth in the Gulf countries began to slow.  This, in 
conjunction with the Gulf War of 1990–91 and the global recession in the early 1990s, 
led to a decline in the demand for migrant workers.  Also, Saudi Arabia, the largest 
labor market for Thai workers at the time, downgraded its diplomatic ties with Thailand 
following the theft of a Saudi prince’s jewels by a Thai worker as well as the murder of 
four Saudi diplomats and the disappearance of a Saudi businessman in Thailand in 1989 
and 1990.8)  Therefore, neither new nor reentry visas were issued to Thai workers for 

8)	 See Thailand, Ministry of Foreign Affairs (2009).
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Saudi Arabia.  Due to these economic and political constraints on both the international 
and bilateral levels, the flow of Thai workers to the Middle East decreased from the 
beginning of the 1990s.  As a result, Hong Kong, South Korea, Taiwan, and Singapore, 
which had begun industrializing in the 1970s and 1980s, became new destinations for 
Thai workers as they encountered labor shortages, particularly in construction and 
manufacturing (Kang 2000; Tsay 2000; Wong 2000).

Despite its earlier industrialization, Japan became one of the most popular Asian 
destinations for Thai migrant workers in the 1990s due to labor shortages there.  To 
balance its need for migrant workers with its anti-foreigner sentiment, Japan refused to 
officially accept unskilled migrant workers.  Instead, it created two “side doors”: for 
Japanese descendants or Nikkeijin from Latin America, and for TITP workers mostly 
from Southeast Asia and China (Higuchi 2019).  Thus, TITP was the only official entry 
route for unskilled Thai workers—though, due to regulatory issues, the initial number 
of Thai TITP workers permitted to enter Japan was limited (Jessadakorn 2022).  During 
the 1990s, most Thai workers in Japan were undocumented and had been smuggled in 
or overstayed their visas.  In 1993 there were over 55,000 Thai overstayers in Japan,9) 
most of whom had become undocumented laborers.  Women outnumbered men, most of 
them working in the sex and entertainment business.  Males were generally employed 
at construction sites, manufacturing plants, stores, restaurants, and sex and entertain-
ment facilities (Suriya and Pattana 1999; Pataya 2001).

A review of the history of Thai migrant workers suggests that labor shortages in 
destination countries, on the one hand, and the unemployment rates and labor export 
policy of the Thai government, on the other, historically involved Thai workers from 
rural areas in the labor migration flow both within and outside the country.  The flow of 
Thai workers, particularly from rural areas, continues.  The demand for migrant labor 
is increasing in many industrialized nations where depopulation is increasing, such as 
Japan.  However, there have been numerous changes in Thailand during the past three 
decades that must be considered when studying the migration of Thai workers today.

IV  Thai Migrant Workers Today as the New Middle Class and Their 
Migratory Aspirations

In the 1970s and 1980s, most Thai migrant workers overseas came from the rural 
agricultural sector and relatively poor socioeconomic backgrounds.  Even though many 

9)	 See Japan, Immigration Bureau (2003).



Jessadakorn Kalapong470

Thai migrant workers today, particularly TITP workers in this study, come from rural 
areas, they have greater cultural and economic capital than the previous generation.  
Several belong to Thailand’s new middle class, which has emerged over the past three 
decades.  Table 2 shows that none of the informants worked in agriculture or as laborers 
back in Thailand.  Apart from the new graduates, who had never worked before, most 
informants had been employed as office workers, factory workers, service staff in food 
and beverage establishments, and electricians.  Three male informants also had prior 
experience working abroad (in South Korea and Taiwan).  With respect to income before 
migrating to Japan, all had earned more than 8,000 baht (approximately USD 240) per 

Table  2  Occupations, Incomes, and Educational Backgrounds of Interviewees Before Coming to Japan

Occupation/Income/Education
Participants

Male Female Total

Occupation

Office worker 2 5 7

Factory worker 3 1 4

Food & beverage store/department store employee 4 – 4

Household business/self-employed – 1 1

Electrician/maintenance worker 3 3

Student 4 2 6

Others (cook, NGO employee, company intern, overseas worker) 4 – 4

Monthly Income

Over 25,001 baht (USD 750) 1 – 1

20,001–25,000 baht (USD 600–750) – 1 1

15,001–20,000 baht (USD 450–600) 3 – 3

10,001–15,000 baht (USD 300–450) 5 4 9

8,000–10,000 baht (USD 240–300) 3 3

Student/not available 6 6 12

Education

Bachelor’s degree 6 7 13

High vocational diploma 8 4 12

Vocational certificate 2 – 2

High school 1 – 1

Not available 1 – 1

Total 29
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month,10) excluding new graduates.  The minimum monthly income earned was around 
8,000–9,000 baht (USD 240–270), while the maximum was 25,000–30,000 baht (USD 
750–900).  Half the informants earned more than the national average—9,450 baht 
(USD 284)—in 2019.  Three of them earned approximately 1,000 baht (USD 30) less.  
Since the three were newcomers to their respective jobs at the time, presumably they 
would have earned more in the future.

A report based on 2011–12 labor market research by the Department of Employment 
(2012a) revealed that most Thai technical intern trainees had a high vocational diploma, 
technical diploma, high school diploma, bachelor’s degree, or vocational certificate.  
This study found that  most of the informants had completed tertiary education, with 
either a bachelor’s degree or a high vocational diploma.  The university graduates’ majors 
were primarily in a business field, such as retail business, marketing, and hotel and 
tourism management.  Vocational institution graduates had studied electronics, com-
puters, plastic molding, etc.  A 2019 labor force survey by Thailand’s National Statistical 
Office (2020b) showed that most bachelor’s degree students were employed in the 
wholesale and retail trade, motor vehicle and motorcycle repair, and manufacturing 
sectors, earning 7,500–20,000 baht (USD 224–598) per month.  These results are similar 
to Wasana La-orngplew’s study (2018) on Thai migrant workers in the late 2010s, par-
ticularly in Australia and South Korea.  While both generations of migrant workers per-
formed unskilled labor, Wasana (2018, 55–56) noted a distinction between the educational 
backgrounds of the older and younger workers.  The former were predominantly males 
from agrarian backgrounds with only a primary education, while the latter—children of 
these older-generation migrants—had at least a high school education.  More than half 
held a vocational certificate or bachelor’s degree.

According to the questionnaire survey (see Fig. 2), the most frequently cited reason 
for migration was “To earn a high income/enough to save.”  Since TITP employees are 
economic migrants, undeniably one of their primary reasons for coming to Japan is to 
earn money, despite having to work 3D jobs requiring more physical strength than they 
were used to in Thailand.  Many are motivated by the desire to gain overseas living 
experiences and interact directly with Japanese culture.  These economic and cultural 
motives correspond with findings from previous studies on TITP workers from Thailand 
and other nations (e.g., Shitara 2021; Piyada and Piya 2022).  Nonetheless, I propose 
that  their migratory aspirations should be treated as more complex than that.  They 
should be understood as a spectrum of aspirations ranging from earning money and 
establishing opportunities for future careers to experiencing life in a different country.  

10)	 Based on 2021 exchange rates, this paper converts USD 1 to approximately THB 33 and JPY 112.
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These aspirations manifest to varying degrees and overlap into multiple layers, and their 
structure can be examined along with the workers’ social mobility, class anxiety, and 
cosmopolitanism.

V  Structure of the New Middle Class’s Migratory Aspirations

V-1  Mechanism for Socioeconomic Mobility and Economic Independence
At one end of the aspiration spectrum, the desire to earn more suggests that the income 
disparity between Thailand and Japan remains relevant in explaining migration.  Never-
theless, migration must also be examined through the lens of the workers’ class status 
back in Thailand.  Also,  there is a need to consider not only the income disparity 
between the home and host countries but also the disparity in socioeconomic structures 
in the home country.  With their lower economic, social, and cultural capital, young 
workers use migration as a means to achieve social mobility back home by amassing a 
sum of money that is difficult to attain in Thailand.   This is illustrated through the 
experiences of Oat and Pim.

Oat was a 23-year-old TITP worker from Udon Thani Province whose parents 
were sugarcane and cassava farmers.  He graduated from Panyapiwat Technological 
College in Bangkok, after which he worked for a 7-Eleven store in Bangkok, earning 
approximately 10,000 baht (USD 300) monthly.  Oat is a member of the emerging class 
who mobilized upward from his parents’ generation.  Still, his income was insufficient 
for him to achieve his goal of starting a cow farm.  Consequently, he quit his job and 
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Fig.  2  Aspirations of TITP Workers with Regard to Coming to Japan

Note: Based on questionnaire survey responses from 48 Thai TITP workers.
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applied for a job in Japan in 2019 through a recruiting firm in Udon Thani.   He was hired 
by a construction company in Miyagi Prefecture, earning 150,000–160,000 yen (USD 
1,336–1,425) monthly.  Although Oat earned significantly more than he had done back 
home, his transition from convenience store worker to construction worker was difficult.  
He explained why he chose to come to Japan despite knowing the difficulties:

I want to accumulate some money.  I want to own a business in my hometown engaged in agri-
culture.  Coming to Japan provides an opportunity to raise money for this purpose.  I’m interested 
in starting a cow farm or something similar.

Oat introduced me to his friends who had applied for jobs through the same recruitment 
agency and were employed by the same construction company as him.  Two of them 
expressed similar reasons for migrating: to save money to invest in land that they 
already possessed, where they wanted to cultivate commercial trees and other crops.

Thus, workers sometimes migrate to a country with higher pay in order to improve 
their status back home.  The money they receive in exchange for their labor in the 
destination country is required for future businesses, and their experiences can help 
create further social and economic opportunities.  In the case of Oat and his friends, a 
lack of capital hindered them from implementing their projects.  In the past, when rural 
culture played a vital role in maintaining order and relationships among community 
members, a network of families and relatives could have resolved such issues.  However, 
as Attachak Satayanuruk (2016) argues, socioeconomic changes have transformed rural 
communities such that they can no longer be characterized as the “tightly structured 
society” they once were.11)  The decreasing reliance on kinfolk and the local community 
forces rural Thai to shoulder their entire economic burden independently.  Thus, money 
enhances their socioeconomic status and economic independence.

Twenty-three-year-old Pim’s account reveals an alternative motivation for migrat-
ing.  She graduated from a vocational school in Udon Thani Province with a high voca-
tional diploma, after which she became a quality checker at a factory in Ayutthaya 
Province, earning more than 10,000 baht (USD 300) monthly.  Although the job was 
not difficult, the salary was insufficient for Pim’s lifestyle, which included frequent pai 
thiao with friends.  Pai thiao is a Thai term meaning “hanging out, going out, seeking 
entertainment outside, shopping, or traveling.”12)  Added to her accommodation and food 

11)	 The term “tightly structured society” is used in contrast to “loosely structured social system,” 
which was coined by John Embree (1950) to characterize the individualistic nature of Thai culture.  
Embree described Thai society as lacking in regularity, discipline, and neatness.  In the 1970s, many 
scholars argued against Embree’s claim by emphasizing the importance of Thai culture in controlling 
community members, which Attachak refers to as a “tightly structured society.”

12)	 For men in particular, it sometimes also implies going for commercial sex (see also Mills [1999]).
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expenses, Pim’s pai thiao expenses made her feel her income was insufficient.  After 
seeing her friend earn well working for a flower farm in Japan, she applied to TITP 
through a recruitment agency, the same one as Oat.  She became employed on a vegetable 
farm in Aichi Prefecture, earning approximately 140,000 yen (USD 1,246) monthly.  Pim 
anticipated that this income would enhance her lifestyle in Thailand, even though her 
living conditions in Japan were constrained.

Thus, it is anticipated that migrants’ higher incomes in Japan will improve not just 
their economic situation, as in Oat’s case, but also their social and cultural conditions 
back home.   Especially for women, whose traditional gender role is closely tied to the 
domestic sphere (Whittaker 1999, 45–47), the capacity to pai thiao signifies sociocultural 
mobility in terms of growing independence.

V-2  Anxiety of the New Middle Class
The social mobility of rural dwellers indicates that their livelihoods have become closer 
to those of people in urban areas.  Nonetheless, their inferior economic, social, and 
cultural capital compared to the urban middle class creates anxiety.  This is related to 
the awareness of class formation and manifests itself in migration aspirations shaped by 
a sense of failure or lack in others’ eyes.  Anxiety emerges from a distressing state of 
self-consciousness brought on by the sudden recognition of a discrepancy between 
certain norms and values and those considered superior (Felski 2000, 39).  Due to their 
limited capital, young workers cannot enjoy the entire spectrum of the middle-class 
package, whether materially or culturally, which results in an experience of lack and 
motivates them to migrate as a coping strategy.  This is evident from the narratives of 
Pat and Gift.

After graduating from a four-year university in Bangkok, 25-year-old Pat returned 
to his hometown in Sakon Nakhon Province and worked as a manager at his cousin’s 
coffee shop, earning approximately 15,000 baht (USD 450) monthly.  However, Pat 
found his income insufficient for his life goals of a house, a car, a business, and financial 
independence.  He sought a means to work abroad, as his father had previously done.  
He initially considered Korea, but his girlfriend, a Japanese-language teacher, suggested 
Japan.  Pat applied for a position in Japan through the Department of Employment 
(DOE) and found a job at a Saitama Prefecture metal sheet pressing company, where he 
was responsible for pressing automobile components.  His heavy work included cutting, 
pressing, and welding metal sheets.  Pat earned approximately 100,000 yen (USD 890) 
per month after housing, pension, and health insurance expenses.  He said that working 
in Japan for three to five years would allow him to achieve his goals in Thailand.

Pat’s aspiration to become a TITP worker can be explained by his pursuit of socio-
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economic mobility through migration.  He emphasized concrete goals: “to have a house, 
a car, a business, and financial independence after graduation.”  Sai Hironori (2021) has 
suggested that the social dynamics in rural areas, which make lifestyles more consumerist 
amidst rising living costs, have generated a gap between the desires and incomes of 
young rural dwellers.  However,  material objectives may not be simply the result of 
rural areas transitioning to a market economy; they may be  strongly tied to the standard 
middle-class package mentioned above.  Rural workers’ limited capital makes it difficult 
for them to attain these objectives, resulting in a cultural gap between the new and old 
middle classes.  Obtaining possessions and money or modern commodities such as a 
new iPhone—which many participants purchased while in Japan—serves to alleviate 
anxiety.  Therefore, TITP workers’ engagement in migration can reduce the gap not 
only between their desires and income but also between the new and old middle classes.

Traveling abroad, whether for work, leisure, or temporary living, is regarded as 
part of the middle-class culture and frequently shown in Thai media.  The film One Day 
(Thai: Faen de . . . faen kan khae wan diao), for example, tells the romantic story of two 
coworkers during a company trip to Hokkaido.  It was a huge box office success in 2016 
(Matichon Online 2017).  Limited capital prevents young workers from enjoying this 
aspect of middle-class culture, but becoming an unskilled laborer in Japan can help, as 
expressed in Gift’s narrative.  Gift was a 28-year-old TITP worker from Sukhothai 
Province who earned a bachelor’s degree in English literature from Kasetsart University 
in Bangkok.  With no previous work experience, she applied for a job in Japan and was 
employed by a metal sheet pressing factory in Aichi Prefecture.  Gift was motivated by 
her acquaintance Pear, who received a scholarship to study in Canada and posted details 
of her life there on Facebook:

You are a Facebook friend of Pear’s?  I was acquainted with her younger sister.  Pear is very 
talented, right?  She won a scholarship to study in Canada.  When I was younger, I was often 
envious of her.   I also desired to travel overseas, just like she did.  This was the dream of a rural 
girl.  Indeed, Pear was my inspiration.  Yet, I am not as talented as she is.  Additionally, my family 
is not wealthy.  As a result, I sought a way to travel abroad and found this program.  It was simpler, 
and I was also able to earn money.

Like Gift, many participants explained that they came to Japan to work as laborers because 
their families were poor.  It is reasonable to assume that their feelings stemmed from an 
aspiration for intergenerational social mobility.  While the participants mobilized them-
selves, their parents’ social positions remained the same.  In addition to the participants’ 
limited capital, their perception of being poorer than others made the culture of traveling 
abroad difficult for them to access.  Migration helped to alleviate their anxiety by allowing 
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them to travel internationally despite their inferior socio-occupational standing in the 
destination country.  Being abroad—the consumption of foreign locations and cultures—
helps to elevate social status (Kelly 2012, 175).  It exposes migrants to the culture of 
developed countries and is viewed as a form of upward social mobility in and of itself.

V-3  Life Beyond the Boundaries of Local Communities
While the aspiration to go abroad can be partly explained by status anxiety, it should also 
be understood with reference to rural people’s cosmopolitan characteristics.  Keyes 
(2012) coined the term “cosmopolitan villagers” to characterize rural people’s livelihoods 
in the late 2000s and early 2010s.  Family members’ migratory experiences as well as 
information exchange via social media have led rural people to view themselves as part 
of a world larger than the one bounded by their home communities’ borders.  With the 
global cultural flow—people moving, technological configurations, global capital disposi-
tion, electronic capabilities for producing and disseminating information, and ideological 
links—social agents experience and simultaneously mold a social space that Arjun 
Appadurai (1990, 296–297) termed the “imagined world,” the multiple worlds formed 
by the historically situated imaginations of individuals and groups across the globe.  Thai 
rural people’s actual and imagined lives are more intertwined in social spaces than in 
Bangkok (Pattana 2014, 29).

A cosmopolitan life, or living in an imagined world, indicates at least two categories 
of rural people’s aspirations for migration.  On the one hand, the connected spaces 
enabled by technology, notably the Internet and (mainly social) media, provide informa-
tion about the migratory route to becoming TITP workers.  On the other hand, as rural 
dwellers see themselves belonging beyond the confines of their local community, they 
may envision themselves migrating overseas for work, travel, experiencing life in other 
countries, skill development, or even self-discovery.  For instance, Cake and Gift 
wanted to enhance their Japanese-language skills.

Cake was a thirty-year-old TITP worker from Loei Province, where her family ran 
a rubber farm.  She graduated from Loei Rajabhat University with a bachelor’s degree in 
marketing, following which she worked as a general affairs staff member for Siam Denso 
Manufacturing, a Japanese company in Chonburi Province.  After a year she moved to 
Musashi Paint, another Japanese company based in Chonburi Province, where she 
worked as a logistics officer, earning approximately 20,000 baht (USD 518) monthly.  
She learned about TITP through colleagues who were ex-TITP workers; they recom-
mended she apply through the DOE, as this was cheaper than using a recruitment agency.  
However, Cake was unable to clear the DOE’s selection process.  She then applied 
through a recruitment agency, paying approximately 200,000 baht (USD 5,180) in fees.  
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In Japan, she was employed by an outsourcing company in Mie Prefecture that sent 
employees to automobile factories and warehouses for packing jobs.  Her work was 
challenging, requiring her to move and wrap heavy automobile components.  She 
explained her reason for coming to Japan:

I believe that everyone comes to Japan [as a TITP worker] for better pay. . . . We earn more money 
in this country than in Thailand, but my job in Thailand was far better.  Additionally, the payment 
was fine.  I came to Japan because I want to improve my Japanese skills to get a higher wage 
when I return to Thailand and apply for a job with a Japanese company. . . . Moreover, coming to 
Japan allows me to travel through the country.  I always wanted to visit Japan, and because living 
in Thailand at the time was boring, I took the opportunity to come to Japan.

 Gift described how she wanted to discover herself in Japan and worked to attain her 
ambition.  She applied and prepared well for the DOE’s physical examination but failed 
the interview due to her lack of work experience.  During the interview, Gift explained 
that she wanted to go to Japan to learn Japanese.  As a fresh graduate, she was also 
eager to experience life abroad.  However, the examiners said they would rather send 
candidates to work than to study.  After the disappointment, Gift found a private recruit-
ment agency, financially supported by her partner.  However, the couple broke up when 
Gift extended her stay in Japan to five years.  She explained her migratory aspirations as 
follows:

I chose this path because I wanted to continue discovering myself, and I believe that if he truly 
loved me he would have waited; I probably watched too many dramas.  I have discovered what I 
value the most.  My wage is lower than that at other companies, but I am satisfied.  TITP is very 
similar to the Summer Work Travel Program,13) except that we are required to work in Japan for 
longer periods.  My goal is to pass the JLPT N114) and communicate fluently in Japanese, just as 
the Japanese do.  This may be far-fetched.  Returning to Thailand to work as an interpreter is 
not my objective.  I enjoy my life in Japan, from watching anime to freely traveling across the 
country and having Japanese friends.  If possible, I will apply for an extension of my stay using 
the Specified Skilled Worker visa.

Cake’s and Gift’s accounts exemplify how young workers from rural areas are inspired 
to migrate owing to global cultural flows and how they regard their capacity constraints.  
 While they are inspired to imagine themselves in a larger social sphere, they are aware 

13)	 The Summer Work Travel Program is operated by the US Department of State.  It allows overseas 
university students to live and work in the United States for up to four months, working low-wage 
jobs at hotels, restaurants, supermarkets, amusement parks, etc. (see Bowman and Bair 2017).

14)	 The Japanese-Language Proficiency Test (JLPT) is a twice-yearly test conducted worldwide to 
evaluate and certify non-native speakers’ proficiency in Japanese.  The exam levels vary from N5 
(needs the least linguistic proficiency) to N1 (requires the greatest).
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of their limitations and hence choose to become migratory laborers to realize their 
aspirations.  Migration is, therefore, a way of fostering social mobility, bridging the 
social gap for the new middle class and expanding their opportunities and capabilities 
beyond the structural constraints of their hometown and home country.

When exploring the cosmopolitan imagination, we should keep in mind that many 
participants chose Japan because they were familiar with it, as evident from the survey 
results and Gift’s and Cake’s narratives.  In the survey questionnaire, “Interested in 
Japanese culture and tourist attractions” was one of the main responses (Fig. 2).  Cake 
also explicitly stated her wish to visit Japan.  Although Gift preferred Korea, she was 
familiar with Japan’s tourist attractions and anime, which made her appreciate living in 
Japan.  This imaginary familiarity with Japan can be attributed to the transnational flow 
of Japanese culture, particularly popular culture, which has been accelerated throughout 
East and Southeast Asia since the 1990s with media globalization (Iwabuchi 2002).  
Japanese music, animation, manga, video games, and other consumer technologies have 
infiltrated the lives of not only the old but also the new middle class.  These cultural 
products—which offer the emerging middle class a prism through which to imagine life 
in Japan (Appadurai 1996, 53–54)—might not directly attract Thai workers to move to 
Japan, but they have increased the presence of Japan in Thai’s cosmopolitan imagination.

VI  Relationship between the Emergence of the New Middle Class and 
Their Migratory Aspirations

Incorporating a class perspective into examining migrants’ experiences reveals connec-
tions between socioeconomic and cultural structures and migratory aspirations.  Over 
the past three decades, rural development in Thailand has changed people’s economic, 
social, and cultural lives.  Contemporary young migrants can be characterized as the 
newly configured middle class in the Thai social structure.  Inequality in the country’s 
development has created a disparity between the old middle class, who reside mostly in 
urban areas, and the new middle class, who come mostly from rural areas.  The capa-
bilities of rural people today are superior to those of the economically disadvantaged 
villagers of the past, but they still remain inferior to those of the urban population.  
Class anxiety and social mobility are, therefore, ingrained in the experiences of rural 
Thai workers.  Cosmopolitanism—the ability to see and experience life outside the 
confines of one’s country—is growing among rural Thai workers as globalization con-
tinues to penetrate rural life.  Within such complex class formation, migration aspirations 
manifest themselves as a spectrum of desires, such as earning higher income, seeking 
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new opportunities, and experiencing life overseas.  Overseas migration has emerged as 
a potential strategy for young workers from rural areas to navigate the limitations of 
Thailand’s sociocultural structure.

Through migration, Thai workers as social agents negotiate their identity and power 
in multilevel social spaces—their household, local community, and imagined world.  
 Migrants and their families can elevate their socioeconomic status by using remittances 
to purchase new products and services, build new houses, invest in their businesses, etc.  
They can improve their opportunities upon returning home with new experiences and 
skills.   They are more able to possess the same things or engage in the same activities 
as the old middle class, which helps alleviate their sense of lack.  Migration also enables 
people to negotiate a superior social status in their home communities thanks to remit-
tances from overseas.  As evidenced by the cases of pholiang nok or Thai male migrant 
returnees—similar to balikbayan or Filipino returnees—the superior economic capacity 
and distinctive lifestyles of migrant returnees give them greater prestige within their 
communities (Nagasaka 2009; Panpat 2009).  Migration enhances the sense of superiority 
that comes from experiencing the wider world (Aguilar 2018, 107–109), enabling a 
subjective upward mobilization and creating a distance from people lower down the social 
scale.

Migration also enables Thai workers to deal with the psychological changes that 
come with social and cultural changes.  Mary Beth Mills’s (1999) study of Thai women’s 
rural-to-urban migration in the 1990s, for example, indicated that migrants’ needs, 
values, and concerns extended beyond family and economic survival to engagements 
with modernity.  This prompted their desire for modern consumer commodities and 
stimulated their imagination regarding the urban employment possibilities created by 
migration.  The emergence of the new middle class has increased rural people’s aspira-
tions, especially with respect to educational attainment, accessibility to new media, and 
income (Appadurai 2004).

 In a way, migration to low socio-occupational positions entails class descent, espe-
cially in terms of deskilling and deprofessionalization: for example, Oat, Pat, and Cake 
held more menial jobs in Japan than they had in Thailand.   Some university graduates, 
such as Pat and Gift, could have used their degrees to get non-menial jobs in Thailand; 
instead, they put up with a deterioration in self-esteem while striving to attain their 
aspirations.

However, class should be examined transnationally.  While migrants may have a 
low socioeconomic position in their destination country, they sometimes belong to a 
higher social class in their home country (Kelly 2012).  Therefore, their class con-
sciousness applies to both settings.  In their narratives, Thai TITP workers acknowl-
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edged the downward mobility inherent in their migration but saw it as a means of 
achieving their goals, whether in terms of money or experiences that would aid in their 
upward mobility in Thailand.  In addition, as with Nikkeijin workers who came from a 
more affluent socioeconomic position in their home country (Tsuda 2003), this deskilling 
and deprofessionalization was viewed as temporary.  In other words, the migrants 
anticipated returning to a new middle-class life with more capital after their sojourn as 
menial workers in Japan.

Thailand is not the only nation where a new class is emerging.  The phenomenon 
can be observed also in the Philippines, Indonesia, Vietnam, and other Southeast Asian 
labor-exporting countries.  As others (see, for example, Rigg 1998) have shown, rural 
and urban boundaries in Southeast Asia are becoming blurred.  Younger rural dwellers, 
in particular, move between their hometowns and metropolitan workplaces.  Agricultural 
activities in Southeast Asian households have been substituted by non-agricultural 
activities that often propel rural livelihoods into higher incomes or even into the rural 
middle class—what this study calls the new middle class.   The lives  of migrant workers 
from rural areas become, in many ways, closer to those of the old middle class in their 
home countries.  However, this does not mean that all rural people can gain wealth and 
generate high income or invest in education through migrating.15)  Migratory aspirations, 
such as the desire to accumulate money, build a future career path, or experience a 
foreign culture, can be viewed as dispositions of the new middle class to pursue mobility, 
tackle status anxiety, and deal with the global cultural flow outside of the constraints 
imposed by the uneven structures at home.

VII  Conclusion

Examining the relationships between migrants’ socioeconomic background in their 
home countries and their aspirations to migrate as unskilled labor provides an opportunity 
to reflect on the choices available to young Thai.  A study of socioeconomic conditions 
in rural Thailand, where most Thai migrant workers come from, shows that the conditions 
for pioneer Thai migrant workers before the 1990s and those for migrant workers today 
are significantly different.  Before the 1990s, rural areas were largely remote and 
people subsisted primarily through agriculture; migrant workers were surplus laborers 
in the agricultural sector.  However, as villagers have progressed from being poor 
peasants to being part of the new middle class, their lives have become intertwined 

15)	 See, for example, Rigg (2016, 23–53).
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with the market economy and an imagined world that stretches beyond the confines of 
their local communities or even Bangkok.  Many migrant workers today are better off 
than their predecessors in terms of income, occupation, and education.  Yet their eco-
nomic, social, and cultural capital is less than that of the old middle class, which emerged 
earlier in urban areas and established Thailand’s middle-class culture.  In this sense, we 
need to keep our analytical lens on the migratory aspirations of Thai workers through 
the formation of the new middle class.

The spectrum of aspirations—from economic benefits t o personal fulfillment, such 
as self-discovery and emancipation from old surroundings—is shaped by class mobility, 
class anxiety, and cosmopolitanism.  Migration offers a chance for the new middle class 
to overcome class anxiety and gain upward mobility through accumulating economic, 
social, and cultural capital.  Imagining life as part of the new middle class takes them 
beyond their communities through engagement with the global cultural flow.

Development in Southeast Asia has enabled the emergence of a new social class 
with a certain amount of social and economic capital, albeit less than the older middle 
class.  It is members of this class that migrate overseas as unskilled and low-skilled 
workers.  Leaving Thailand is a product of their agency in shaping desired identities 
and accessing power within their social spaces back home.  By examining how migrants 
from Southeast Asia negotiate their class-related social status at home while migrating 
to low socio-occupational status in the destination, we can rethink the dynamics that 
shape their aspirations in the first quarter of the twenty-first century.
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