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F r o m one p o i n t of view, there is n o t h i n g very special about the migrat ion of the girls f rom 
the region of D o k K a m T a i , 60 villages i n the far n o r t h of T h a i l a n d a n d elsewhere. Gir ls 
f rom p o o r backgrounds are simply enter ing the oldest profession i n the w o r l d . B u t such a 
view misses al l the impor tant nuances of the T h a i case. T o begin wi th , i t obscures the fact 
that the girls are not escaping f rom the ties of the family and bw rungs o f village society. 
Rather, they are g o i n g out to support the family, and perhaps also to improve their own 
posi t ion wi th in their communi ty . They enter into this particular trade i n response to the 
obligations w h i c h they feel they owe their family as part of a customary role as earning 
members o f society. They are explo i ted by agents or damaged by i l l heal th . 

Since the 1950s Thailand has opted for a 
particular strategy of economic growth. In the 
1970s the policy was extended slightly in that 
the array of investment incentives were embel
lished to encourage entrepreneurs to produce 
specifically for export. 

This strategy of development, pursued now for 
over a quarter of a century, has had important 
consequences for the evolution of Thai soci
ety, hs chief effect was not simply that it 
swelled the city or that it constrained the 
countryside within a pattern of growth with 
stagnation. Rather, it was the combination of 
these two. The gap in incomes and opportuni
ties between city and country became enor
mously wide. This provided the setting for the 
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migra t i on . O n the one h a n d , the u rban earner 
c o u l d buy the services o f a g i r l at a pr ice wh i c h 
was relatively cheap w i th in his persona l 
budget. T h e T h a i customers of the massage 
par lours ex tend th rough a wide range o f social 
classes a n d income levels. O n the o ther h a n d , 
for the girls f r om a p o o r rura l backg round the 
migra t i on gave them an earn ing power wh i ch 
was s imply as t ound ing relative to n o r m a l rura l 
budgets. A coup le o f years o f work wi l l enable 
the family to b u i l d a house o f a size a n d qual
ity wh i ch few peop le i n the countryside c o u l d 
hope to achieve i n the earnings o f a l i fet ime. 

A s imi lar e c onom i c rat ionale ex tended to the 
in te rnat iona l arena. W h e n T h a i l a n d began to 
place more emphasis o n the export o f goods 
and services p r o d u c e d by cheap u rban labour, 
there was one sector i n wh i ch the largely 
unsk i l l ed l abour force already enjoyed a 
dist inct "comparat ive advantage" w i thout the 
need for any fur ther investment incentives. 
T h e marke t ing o f this par t icu lar sector more 
or less l ooked after itself. T h e "comparative 
advantage" s t emmed i n part f r om the avail
abil ity o f girls, and that d epended o n the 
recent history o f the deve lopment of the trade. 
But it also s t emmed f r om the favorable price. 
T h e agencies wh i ch marke ted sex tour i sm 
stressed not on ly that bars were fu l l o f girls, 
but also that they w o u l d cost so l ittle. 

It is w i th in an economic system s t ructured i n 
this part icular way that the actions o f the 
migrant girls must be unders tood . T h e y were 
not f lee ing f rom a family b a c k g r o u n d or rura l 
society wh ich oppressed w o m e n i n conven
t ional ways. Rather, they were engag ing in an 
entrepreneur ia l move des igned to sustain the 
family units o f a rura l economy w h i c h was 
c o m i n g under increasing pressure. They d i d 
so because their accustomed pos i t i on in that 
rura l society al located them a cons iderab le 
responsibi l i ty for earn ing i n come to sustain 
the family. The returns available i n this par
t icular business, rather than in any o ther 
business accessible to an unsk i l l ed a n d u n e d u 
cated person, had a powerful effect o n the ir 
choices. O u r survey clearly showed that the 

i t i i iRtaraational Mmila 



girls felt they were m a k i n g a perfectly rat ional 
dec i s ion w i t h i n the context o f their part icular 
social a n d e c o n o m i c structure, a n d they c o u l d 
no t escape f r o m it. 

M i g r a t i o n is thus an in t r ins i c part o f T h a i 
land's e c o n o m i c or i enta t ion . T h e trade has 
been successfully o r i e n t e d to an urban a n d 
in te rna t iona l market a n d e m b e d d e d deeply 
in to the structure o f the T h a i economy. It 
p r o v i d e d a means o f survival for p o o r rura l 
families , a n d it h e l p e d earn the fore ign ex
change to cover i m p o r t costs. T h e N o r t h -
Eastern girls gradual ly began to lose the 
p r o m i n e n t pos i t ion i n the trade as N o r t h e r n 
girls were prett ier a n d clearly more i n d e m a n d 
i n Bangkok . Whatever the reason, it appears 
that the migra t ion f r o m the North-East is o n 
the dec l ine . For the N o r t h , however, the 
business is st i l l o n the rise. Whatever the 
geographica l o r i g i n o f the girls, there is n o 
sign that the migra t ion is g o i n g to fade away. 
T h e infrastructure created by the V i e t n a m War 
has been f i rmly established w i t h i n the over-all 
strategy o f e c o n o m i c development . Y o u n g girls 
are one o f the rura l resources to be exp lo i ted 
for the sake o f the balance o f payments a n d 
u r b a n growth. Sex tour i sm is one o f the serv
ices available t h r o u g h the o p e n economy. 

....llo amount of 
agitation is likely to 
cHange things while 
cost qf incentives 

remain the same, and 
the opportunities for 
>* alternative jobs 

are so limited 

T h e fact that the massage business has become 
an integral part o f the T h a i e c o n o m y under
mines any realistic possibil ity o f short term 
cures. T h a i l a n d already has a n u m b e r of 
organizations dedicated to rehabi l i ta t ing the . 
m o r a l character o f the massage girls, a n d also 
a n u m b e r o f more sensible inst i tutions w h i c h 
try to he lp them out o f t rouble . B u t n o 
a m o u n t of agitation is l ikely to change things 
whi le cost o f incentives r e m a i n the same, a n d 
the opportuni t ie s for alternative e m p l o y m e n t 
are so l imi ted . 

T h e r e are signs that i n d i v i d u a l girls use their 
earnings to provide educat ion for their sisters 
a n d daughters, a n d to set up smal l businesses. 
B u t i f some families can use the massage 
earnings to c lamber up one of the ladders o f 
escape, there are o ther families w h i c h w i l l 
slide down the stake of mis fortune. Besides, 
evidence f r o m the N o r t h suggests that families 
a n d villages are accumula t ing vested interests 
i n the business. Sister follows sister. N e i g h b o u r 
follows ne ighbour . T h e only real so lu t ion is a 
l o n g term one , and it lies i n a massive change 
i n the d i s t r ibut ion o f i n c o m e between city and 
country, a n d i n a fundamenta l shift i n Tha i 
land's or ienta t ion to the in ternat iona l 
economy. 
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