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Sex, love and mobile phone
— A cross section of Thai society viewed through Bangkok go-go bars —

HER  E:
Jumpei ICHINOSAWA

The aim of this paper is to portrait a cross section of changing Thai society, which is re-
flected in one of the most famous and large segments of Thai tourism-oriented sex indus-
try, namely, go-go bars in Bangkok. The author’s extensive one-year participatory
fieldwork yielded certain findings on bar girl - customer relations in the bar scene and those
findings provided the empirical basis of this paper.

In most studies of Thai prostitution, the explanation for flourish of sex industry in Thai-
land has been sought in the socioeconomic environment of the country, namely, existence of
strong sexual double standard, rapid economic growth followed by escalation of earning
differentials, and synergy of sex industry and growing international tourism industry.
However, Thai sex industry is a composite of multifarious business styles and people, and
therefore macro-level analysis focusing on the nationwide socioeconomic situation does not
always give an optimal understanding of one particular segment of the industry, such as
Bangkok’s go-go bars.

It seems clear that bar girl - customer relationship is not always pure economic. Social re-
ality of bar girls and their customers is not as simple as conventional image of 'prostitu-
tion,” and conditioned by various motives and desires of the party concerned. Given
author’s intensive and microscopic observation on Bangkok’s go-go bars, this paper
presents some important trends and characteristics of cultural, social and economic change
in Thailand, that is reflected in human relations among men and women in the bar scene.
The belief list of the points is as follows: 1. Selfish desire for consumption, 2. Longing for
modernity and urbanity, 3. Changing sexual standard, 4. Diffusion of the Internet and mo-
bile phone, 5. International division of reproductive labor, 6. Corruption of traditional gen-
der role in developed countries.
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