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Since the 1970s and 1980s, post-Marxism has challenged traditional social sci-
ence definitions of sex slavery that derive from the globalization and ideologyof
the capitalist market economy. In particular, postmarxists1 influenced by the
French Marxist mode of production school began to reconstruct and analyze
the context and structure upon which slavery, including sex slavery, was
grounded in precolonial and semicolonial societies and cultures. One of their
important theoretical contributions was to show that Western concepts of pros-
titution (sex as a commodity) andWestern notions of slavery associated with the
trans-Atlantic African slave trade were inappropriate and inapplicable for un-
derstanding these institutions in the precolonial and semicolonial cultures and
societies of Asia and Africa. This form of postmarxism has been widely criticized
by cultural Marxists2 and postmodern theorists3 alike for being guilty of essen-
tialism and for being overly deterministic. It is noteworthy, however, that this
school provided a fresh and innovative wayof looking at culture in all of its mul-
tiple variations in social praxes ( e.g., Hindu temple prostitutes and Chinese
concubines in contradistinction to modern sex workers) . This essay, embarking
from a mode-of-production perspective, examines earlier definitions of sex
slavery in order to investigate the question of the capitalist importation of to-
day’s sex industry in Asia. After laying the historical groundwork, three recent
and exemplary studies on contemporaryprostitution in Asia are singled out and
reviewed .

I t is important to realize from the outset that no cross-cultural definition of
slavery in any form exists at some universal level that is applicable to under-
standing precolonial slavery in diverse Asian milieus. James Watson, however,
has defined an open system of slavery as one in which a person of slave status
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has some opportunity for advancemen t either out of slavery in terms of freedom
or out of slavery in terms of being absorbed into the controlling kinship group.4

An ideal-typical model of this system, which is illustrated later in this essay, is
found in yesterday’s Thailand. This system is commonly thought to be the result
of an abundance of land, combined with a shortage of people. This situation
creates a need for laborers to work the land, in addition to an increased demand
for a broader selection of marriage sexual partners. This limited supply of peo-
ple and abundance of land usually results in a system of slavery that would be
termed “open,” since the slaves may eventually be incorporated into the domi-
nant group, and the division of the available land resulting from this inclusion is
not an issue of concern.

In contrast, a closed system of slavery is one in which there is practically no
opportunity for a change in status. Where land is considered a highly valuable
resource such as in China at the dawn of the age of colonial commerce, dis-
cussed below, it is controlled by the most dominant group, representing the
masters. Since access to landed inheritance is restricted, the status of slaves is
more inclined to remain stationary; they are not accepted into the controlling
kinship lines under anybut unusual circumstances (e.g., adopting amale heir) .
This stationary position of status is the defining mark of a closed system.5

Various Asian religious and philosophical traditions have influenced the
form taken by indigenous systems of slavery. While the institutionalization of
slaverymayhave nothing to do with Buddhism and Confucianism as envisioned
by the founders (Buddha and Confucius) , Confucianism and Buddhism did ad-
vocate a specific social order of hierarchy ( serving the king) . For example, Bud-
dhism diverged from, and was informed by, Hinduism. The Buddhist preoccu-
pation with merit-making and harmonious co-existence with all life forms,
coupled with Hindu notions of caste and hierarchy, converged nicely with the
open system of slavery as practiced in earlyThailand. In comparison, the Confu-
cian interest in following lines of authority through a kinship system that ranked
people according to age level and placed ancestors over the living, seniors over
juniors, males over females, and male scholars over the commonweal was most
compatible with a closed system of slavery in ancient China. Abasic understand-
ing of Buddhism and Confucianism and the differences between them in terms
of the specific social and historical formations to which they refer is critical for
an understanding of the disruptive appearance of the modern sex tourism in-
dustry in the region. Hence, a discussion of some of the differences between
Chinese Confucian slavery and Thai Buddhist slavery in terms of their historical
articulations with, and disjunctures from, modern forms of prostitution in Asia,
is pertinent.

Thai history has long been informed by Buddhist and Hindu social teach-
ings.6 Unlike in India or China, where genealogical links, largely, are traced
through male lines, in Thailand, genealogies are traced bilaterally through both
the male and female sides of the family. It is Thai daughters, not sons, who are
expected to take care of their parents in old age. This horizontal status accorded
to both sexes is offset inasmuch as Thai females were always considered to be
household property, either of their father ’s or husband’s. Female slaves were

150 Critical Asian Studies 34:1 (2002)



definitively valued for their contribution to sexual reproduction and as second
wives and concubines. In earlier times, a father or husband who sold his daugh-
ter or wife into bondage in times of starvation or financial cr isis could keep her
at home as long as he paid the interest on the loan. Moreover, a freeman, for-
merly, had to prove himself heavily indebted before he could legally sell any
member of his household or himself into slavery or he would be severely pun-
ished according to law. Buddhism, as well, mitigated some of the harsher effects
of slavery as it was viewed as meritorious, and slaves had some rights against
owners who transgressed the boundaries of their sexual rights. Slaves, also,
could possess private property and some of them were given positions of au-
thority over other slaves and free clients.

Historically, Thais practiced an open-ended form of slavery that was theologi-
cally oriented around Buddhist ideas of a galactic order, and even the King of
Siam was said to be a slave of Buddha. Much like India, Thailand has a philoso-
phy of a coming of a just and righteous king. In times of judicious and benevo-
lent kingship, social life is said to be replete with a bountiful harvest and harmo-
nious relationships that produce a popular feeling of well-being. Selfish and
duplicitous kingships, obversely, mark times of bad harvest and social disrup-
tion. The ancient system of slavery in Thailand, not unlike that in precolonial
Philippines, albeit in a different guise, was reallya form of debt slavery; men and
women could “buy” their freedom. The laws in place guaranteed basic rights.7

Free clients and slaves often were perceived to be living on the same level status-
wise, and some slaves (e.g., temple slaves) held substantially higher stations than
thosewhowere free. The king held themost slaves, dividing them among princes
(and leading monks) in exchange for their loyal service in governing the king-
dom. Slaves were a symbol of luxury and wealth, but Thai society was not ori-
ented around slavery as a mode of production because slaves worked alongside
free clients. Typically, freemen and their families were self-sufficient subsistence
farmers who worked the king’s land and who could be called, within reasonable
guidelines, by royal administrators to provision food and to labor on construc-
tion projects for the kingdom.

The Thai system of slaverymight be called more “feudal” in nature. The slave
has many of the same modes of entry into slavery that are found in early China,
namely, conquest, war, capture, and being “sold,” but there is an added aspect
of the debt slave who may or maynot be redeemable. ”Redeemable”meant that
one’s debts might eventually either be worked off or paid off and the condition
of slavery diminished and the slave freed. In addition, there are other forms of
slavery not commonly found in China, for example, that of judicial or temple
slaves. The temple slaves were those who placed themselves into service. In
some cases their lives might be viewed as being better than the lives of free per-
sons. They were exempt from mandatory labor requirements and the services
they did provide were lighter than other forms of slavery. The slaves of war and
conquest, for example, were by far the most common. (Many tens of thousands
were taken by the Siamese in the wars against the Khmer empire in the four-
teenth century.) 8 Andrew Turton explains why this infusion of bodies into the
population was necessary: “Frequent warfare was above all a means of

Reviews 151



competing not so much for territory as such but for increase in population and
no doubt for the maintenance and replacement of a population constantly rav-
aged bymalaria, small pox, famine, flood, and drought, and not least by the dep-
redations of other state’s wars and raids.”9 These slaves were then distributed
among nobles, according to their rank, while some were donated to temple ser-
vices. At times, the temple slaves were commissioned by the king to build new
temples in a distant and remote regions in order to win the local community’s
support and loyalty.10 In addition, slaves served another function as a form of
exchange and currency.11 Thus, the use of slaves became more than the acquisi-
tion of a labor force and a replacement population; it was also a political and
economic exchange used to pay off debts and influence political conditions.
Thai slaves were either absorbed or absolved, rather than freed or made kin.
While the entire subject is more complicated, we have laid enough groundwork
to definitively distinguish the Thai institution of sexual labor from the modern
type, the latter deriving from outside colonial processes and the globalization of
the capitalist market economy as will be discussed, shortly. Aword, first, on the
Chinese example.

China has been long influenced by Confucian social teachings. Unlike in
Thailand, where the family tree is traced bilaterally through male and female
lines, in China, genealogical links are recorded over the generations through
male ties. Chinese females are perceived to be outsiders. They are never named
in ancestor rites, and their primary role is to bear male heirs. Afemale could en-
ter into domestic household service as a maid or child servant; in the latter in-
stance, shemight be adopted as a younger sister and become part of the family.12

She might also be arranged into an exogamous marriage, sometimes, as a
child bride. The brideprice for the first wife, which was high, was transformed
into a dowry, and the marriage rite itself marked the transfer of certain rights
and privileges to her. In contrast, the primary role of second wives was to pro-
duce sons, with concubinage being for pleasure. Matchmakers arranged the
sale of maids, brides, concubines, and prostitutes, in private and out of public
view.

Slaves in China found themselves in a closed system.As a rule, slaves in China
were born as slaves or purchased as children; in addition concubines were pur-
chased by the wealthy. While the potential for slaves to alter and change their
status was open in Thailand, that opportunity was extremely limited in China,
yet not completely absent. China is a partrilineal society and, as such, any inclu-
sion of males into the lineage would constitute a threat to existing heirs, since
this would cause further division of property at the death of the clan head.
Therefore males who were not purchased as children for replacement heirs
(meaning that there were no other heirs) were suspended in permanent slave
status, although eunuchs were accorded high status because theywere believed
to be more loyal and powerful ( e.g., they usually served the emperor ’s royal
court) . According to Watson, “while girls are treated with a certain flexibility, a
boywill enter his new life as a full heir or a chattel slave. There is no possibility of
change in later life.”13 Females actually had more opportunity for improving
their situation through marriage. Chinese women are considered as belonging
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to, rather than being in the kinship line, even when they marry within it. Since
they did not have any inheritance rights that would have been recognized or
supported, they were not viewed as a threat and were therefore more socially
mobile.

China created its own supply of slaves from within by creating stratification
within its own social structure, taking its slaves from within a created “lower”
class. The stigma attached to the status of slave lasted not only for the entire life
of individual slaves, but for subsequent generations of slaves as well. This was in
part due to the Chinese practice of ancestor worship. The Chinese viewed their
lineage as being a requirement for being considered “civilized.” Since the males
were carriers of the lineage, even the poorest farmers would resist selling their
male children until all the daughters and even the wife were sold and the situa-
tion became so dire that they were forced to sell them off or watch them starve.
This attitude resulted in fewer males on the market and thus males demanded
higher prices. This practice repeatedly breaks the male slave’s family line. Thus,
the slave, in essence, never develops a family line and her/his hereditary lines re-
main unknown. In some modern cases, an ancestral line might be invented in
an effort to conceal the lack of ancestry. Once a slave was purchased, there
would be some expense on the part of the master. Feeding, clothing, and hous-
ing a slave might become a considerable burden, especially if the master takes
on a significant number of slaves. The slave market, with these financial con-
cerns and with an abundance of slaves for sale, helps to create “a buyer ’s mar-
ket.”Within this buyers market the largest portion of the slaves represented the
females, although the females, through marriage, might lose the stigma of hav-
ing a “slave background.” In effect, the stigma that extends in long lines through
generations affects the male line. This may be viewed as a second type of “es-
cape” for women, since through marriage they could lose the title of slave and
their offspring would therefore be able to escape the stigma of slave ancestry.
Neither of these options is available to male slaves.

I have used these two examples of indigenous systems of slavery because
they partly inform institutions of prostitution as practiced today in predomi-
nantly Confucian/Christian Korea, Buddhist Thailand, and Christian Philip-
pines. For one among many examples, they can help us understand the histori-
cal bases against which obviously poor Thai parents are thinking when they
“sell” their teenage daughters or young children to recruiters who promise
them jobs in Bangkok.14 But, in practice, there are no real actual historical and
cultural continuities between the different and various ancient Asian systems of
arranged marriages, concubinage, and prostitution and the various modern
forms of sex work and slavery in the region. The theological and sociological
bases around which old Asian civilizations were oriented have long been sub-
verted and changed, albeit incompletely, first by the colonization processes,
and second, by spread of the world capitalist system. This apparent and unprec-
edented change is the subject of the following discussion on modern sex work
in Asia.

In Night Market, Bishop and Robinson elaborate and analyze the global pro-
cesses that commodify sex and alienate labor as part of the economyand culture
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of global capitalism. They exhaustively trace out the trajectory between the R&R
( rest and recreational) activities of the U.S. military forces during the Vietnam
War and the subsequent development of the sex tourism industry in Thailand,
which was institutionalized by the local government under the supervision of
the International Monetary Fund ( IMF) and World Bank as a strategy for eco-
nomic development. They analyze a wide array of news pieces, literary dis-
courses, and popular writings on the subject of tourism in Thailand, to show
that the linchpin of Thailand’s modern economic development is sex. Young
women and men, and children too, are enticed to work in Bangkok’s teeming
array of brothels,massage parlors, and sex bars that service predominantlymale
tourists from the United States, Western Europe, Australia, Japan, the Gulf
States, Malaysia, and Singapore. Despite Thailand’s international reputation as
one of the modern-day sex capitals of the world, public discussions of the sub-
ject inside Thailand are repressed and tabooed. Bishop and Robinson persua-
sively, argue that “breaking the silence” that pervades the everyday lives of many
Thais and tourists can begin the process of liberating prostitutes from the op-
pressive and exploitative circumstances that afflict their lives.15

Law’s Sex Work in Southeast Asia takes the studyof the sex tourism industry
in Southeast Asia another step by interjecting a sex worker subject who voices
questions about her own conceptualization of sex work. A keen ethnographer
and cultural geographer, Law does not rest as she painstakingly conducts her
fieldwork in the nightclubs, for example, of Cebu City, Philippines. She fre-
quents the night bar scene there and wins the trust of local prostitutes, one of
whom she eventually moves in with. This allows her to delve more deeply into
the lives and experiences of the local sex workers. In the process, she opens a
window for sex workers to tell their own stories about their employment in the
bars. She finds that their stories do not fit the stereotypes of sex workers as vic-
tims of colonialism, sex tourism, or political economy.16 She argues that prosti-
tution is only one component of these women’s multifarious and complex lives
— it is a job that they often work for short periods of time— and that their work
cannot be equated with their individual personhood. Her analysis is particularly
succinct and revealing of a story not often told, in that it grapples with not only
her own role but that of nongovernmental organization (NGO) workers and ad-
vocates of women’s liberation, in articulating the prostitute-as-victim-or-agent
debate — a debate, Law contends, that “denies the ambiguity of the identifica-
tion” of NGOworkers and feminists with women in the sex industry, as well as
the possibility that this debate can provide a new theoretical basis upon which
new identities can be constituted.17

I t is this hopeful aspect of Law’s work, the open-ended and processual aspect
of identity formation, that I find most compelling. She “calls” us to look at pros-
titutes as being really one with ourselves. Instead of getting bogged down in de-
bates over the issue of whether or not these women have entered their line of
work as victims or free agents, Law speaks to the importance of recognizing that
the daily struggles of these prostitutes are really our common human struggles
that result not so much from within our individual selves as from an outside
“totality.”
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In Sex amongAllies,Moon takes adifferent approach.Her analysis of theU.S.
military’s role in promoting prostitution in the Republic of Korea argues that
the Korean government has a long history of using women and their sexuality
for political ends. Ever since the Koryo dynasty (918-1392) , females have been
trained as entertainers, kisaeng, to serve the royal court of exclusively male
scholar-officials. The Choson dynasty’s (1392-1910) adoption of Confucianism
implemented strict legal and social measures to enforce women’s chastity in the
rest of the female population. EarlyKorean monarchs sent thousands of women
as tribute to emperors in China. In Korea, there are even legends of concubines
who sacrificed their chastity and lives for national well-being (see, for example,
the story of Non’gae, the concubine of General Choe Kyonghoe, who seduced a
Japanese commander during the invasion of Korea in 1592) . It is against this
particular history, argues Moon, that the current South Korean government’s
emphasis on state-building, national security, and economic development —
together with its lack of concern for the social welfare of prostitutes who service
U.S. military personnel and tourists and the Korean government’s policies on
prostitution as a form of tribute — have to be understood.18

Moon also takes the reader behind the scenes to look at, and hear the voices
of, Korean prostitutes at work. Interestingly, she gives “voice” to female prosti-
tutes who compare their situation in Korea to that of prostitutes in Japan after
World War II, the latter of whom they say “were given more power to deal with
[American] G.I.s.”19 Moon looks at how various, non-monolithic, U.S. military
policies on prostitution have affected national policies on tourism in Korea.
Her work is excellent but I would like to have heard this story (of militaristic
domination coming from above) not only from the perspectives of Korean anti-
communist nationalists, U.S. military personnel, and contingent sex workers,
but from that of the antiestablishment nationalists whose views are anchored in
the history of Korea’s independence struggle coming from below.20 Yet,Moon’s
detailed analysis and careful use of official documents to tell the story of the role
played by the U.S. military forces and Korean policymakers in institutionalizing
the sex industry in Korea is impeccable.

* * *
I have argued for the importance of contextualizing and distinguishing modern
forms of sex work in Asia, from earlier forms. I have suggested that sex tourism
corresponds to Euro-American colonial forms of slavery, which dealt in humans
as nonhuman commodities, while precolonial Asians in all of their diversity and
difference, preponderantly treated their slaves as part of their living and related
societal body. Policy makers of international lending bodies and local govern-
ments, among others, have “rationalized” and perpetuated the sex tourism
industry in Asia by “saying” that it has always existed there. But, the kind of
sexuality that can be bought and sold as a commodity on the market, for ex-
ample, wherein “a man can turn his desire into a thing,” is not the same kind
of sexuality that was integral to the social reproduction of Asian social
formations.

The subject of modern forms of sexwork in Asia is exhaustively and brilliantly
analyzed by Bishop and Robinson, Law, and Moon, whose respective and
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complementaryworks can be usefully used byall thosewhowant to understand
the impact of the global sex tourism industry on local histories and individual
lives.
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