


Case Study: Child Prostitution as Filial Duty?


As a point of warning, this reading is a morally difficult one, which you may find upsetting and troubling.  Yet, it is worth a careful read.  Not only does Montgomery consider the role of the family for shared support and care, she also explores— through her interlocutors concepts of reciprocity, duty, and sacrifice—the moral ambiguities introduced when older family members place children into hazardous prostitution work. 


Case Study Questions

Please use the following questions and key terms as points of consideration when reading the case study below (Citation: Montgomery, Heather. 2014. Child Prostitution as Filial Duty? The Morality of Child-Rearing in a Slum Community in Thailand. Journal of Moral Education 43(2): 169-182).  

Define the following key terms and note their significance: 
1. Paediatric vs. pedagogic 
2. Poverty
3. Bun khun
4. Kin ngun phuu ying

Answer the following questions: 
1. What are the three universal goals of child-rearing as considered by LeVine?  In what ways does this case study demonstrate families violating LeVine’s universal goals of child-rearing?
2. How has prostitution (not just child prostitution) in Thailand been viewed over time, both by Thais and the state?
3. When considering child prostitution, how do most Thais view this type of work?
4. How do children working as prostitutes, including their mothers and grandmothers, generally use concepts of 'filial duty' to explain entry into this dangerous and damaging work? 
5. How are expectations of filial piety experienced differently for daughters and sons?
6. In what ways is it challenging to apply concepts of 'cultural relativism' to this particular case study?  
7. How does the section on ‘child abuse’ above relate to the issues presented by Montgomery? 
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Child Prostitution as Filial Duty? The Morality of Child-Rearing in a Slum Community in Thailand 
Heather Montgomery

Abstract: It has been claimed that there are universal goals of child-rearing, such as survival of the child or the promotion of their capacity to contribute to economic and social reproduction. Yet in certain circumstances parents appear to pursue child-rearing practices that actively harm children, threaten their survival and inhibit their ability to grow up to be effective adult members of their communities. This article will discuss these issues in the case of one group of child prostitutes in Thailand and their families at a particular point in time. Although the work they did was physically dangerous and difficult, both parents and children claimed that their families were loving and functional and that selling sex was a way to keep the family together. Morality was seen in terms of reciprocity rather than sexual transgression and this article will explore the morality of child-rearing in this context and the relationships between family members. 

Introduction

Child prostitution is a sensitive and highly emotional subject. It is difficult to see it as anything other than outright abuse and a form of damage which leaves lasting emotional and physical scars on a child. To discuss child prostitution as a strategy for familial survival, or as a form of filial duty, is to invite immediate criticism and accusation of moral dissemblance. This article is not a defence of child prostitution, or of parents who allow prostitution to take place. Rather it is an examination of how the ‘good child’ was constructed in one particular community in Thailand at a particular point in time. Based on ethnographic fieldwork conducted among young prostitutes over the course of 15 months, I will examine the claims of both parents and children that their families were loving and functional and that selling sex was a way to keep the family together. I will argue that, in this case, morality was seen in terms of reciprocity and familial relationships rather than in those of sexual transgression. 

The Goals of Child-Rearing 

Questions about the morality of child-rearing are intimately bound up with the practices of childcare. From the earliest days of a child’s life, parental values, ideas about children and what constitutes a ‘good’ childhood are displayed through how infants and children are fed, clothed, held, or weaned. Reproduction is not simply physical but also social and parents must bring up their children to fit into society and become active members within it. They must learn the socially approved models of childhood and adulthood, even though they will also shape and change them. While the vast majority of parents throughout the world love and care for their children, and share similar long term goals in raising their children, their ways of achieving these goals, and the moral basis on which care is given, are very different. Based on large-scale studies of child-rearing practices across the world, American anthropologists such as Robert LeVine have claimed that there are three universal goals of child-rearing, common to all parents: 

1. The physical survival and health of the child, including (implicitly) the normal development of his reproductive capacity during puberty.  
2. The development of the child’s behavioral capacity for economic self-maintenance in maturity.  
3. The development of the child’s behavioral capacities for maximizing other cultural values—e.g. morality, prestige, wealth, religious piety, intellectual achievement, personal satisfaction, self realization—as formulated and symbolically elaborated in culturally distinctive beliefs, norms, and ideologies. (1977, p. 20)  

LeVine goes on to argue that there is a ‘natural hierarchy’ among these goals so that goal one is the most fundamental priority because it is a prerequisite of the other two goals. In situations where parents are not assured of the survival of their children, they may well postpone the other two goals until the first is secured. In societies where infant mortality is high, for example, and the early years of life the most dangerous, mothers are likely to keep their children in close contact with them, carry them everywhere, and breast-feed them for longer. They will feed them on demand but generally do not treat them as emotionally responsive individuals or show much concern about their behavioural development (LeVine, 1977). This is not to claim that they are uninterested in their long-term development, or have not made explicit plans for events later on in life such as betrothal or initiation, but they are less concerned with shaping their behaviour at this point. 
By contrasting Gusii mothers in Kenya and middle-class mothers in the USA, LeVine identified two fundamentally different models of child-rearing and child- care: the paediatric and the pedagogic. The first, practiced by the Gusii, is more concerned with protection and survival in the early years and the second, undertaken by American mothers, is more concerned with learning and behavioural competencies (LeVine et al., 1994, p. 249). There are very different parental strategies at work here and very different conceptualisations of the relationship between the child and the parent. LeVine describes this, in the African case, as parents expecting to be ‘united with their children in a long-run relationship of “serial reciprocity”’ (2003, p. 92). In this model, the care given to infants by parents is reciprocated by children working on the family land and supporting their parents in their old age. Obedience is a crucial factor in this, the teaching of which to the growing infant is one of the major goals of child-rearing. A child must learn to be quiet, make few demands, and must not be allowed to disrupt the hierarchical basis of society. Gusii mothers explicitly discourage praise as they think it would make even a compliant child conceited and disobedient and therefore a threat to the social order. American mothers have no such expectations and they praise their children, engage in proto-conversations with them and encourage them to walk and talk early (LeVine et al., 1994). 
LeVine’s work is important in that it illuminates the differences between child- rearing practices cross-culturally and shows that how parents care for their children is adaptive and rational within particular contexts. Parents in all cases are motivated by the need to raise children effectively, understanding the norms of their society and with the ability to become productive adults but their methods, and their moral basis, are very different. Again, without condoning abusive or harmful child-rearing practices, this insight provides a useful basis on which to approach a context in which parents appear to be indifferent to their children’s needs and willing to expose them to both short- and long-term risks. 

Case Study Setting

	The data in this article is based on ethnographic fieldwork carried out as part of a doctorate in social anthropology between 1994 and 1995. During this time I was based in a slum village on the edge of a larger tourist resort in Thailand, which I refer to by the pseudonym of Baan Nua. Approximately 150 people lived in Baan Nua, including 65 children, around 35 of whom, both boys and girls aged between six and 14, worked as prostitutes and sold sex to Western clients. Having been introduced to this community through a small, local Christian charity, which provided very basic education, medical care and hot meals, I spent 15 months doing this research, interviewing the children, gathering life histories, and acting as far as possible as a participant observer in their lives (for a full discussion of methods and the many ethical dilemmas raised by this research see Montgomery [2007] [and note 1 below]).
The families in Baan Nua lived in makeshift houses of corrugated iron and scrap wood, without running water and only intermittent electricity, which the inhabitants patched into illegally from the supply of a local supermarket. What was also noticeable about the community was how few adults currently worked, or undertook any form of paid labour, relying instead on their children’s income to keep their community together. I collected life histories from the older adults and found that many people had moved from the poorer rural north and north east about 20 years previously, where they had come from farming families. They had moved to this resort to look for work as street traders, food sellers and rubbish collectors— jobs with few start-up costs and suitable for those with limited skills or formal education. While they had initially managed to make some money doing these jobs, the women increasingly found that they made more money selling sex to the American soldiers on Rest & Recreation (R & R) breaks in Thailand during the Vietnam War and, after they left in 1975, to the tourists who took their place. Given this background it was not surprising that children in Baan Nua turned to prostitution as the most obvious way of earning money. Indeed there were several families where three generations of women and girls had sold sex. 
Since 1960 all forms of prostitution have been illegal in Thailand—a fact that contrasts starkly with the visibility of prostitution, especially that catering to tourists. However the laws against it are rarely enforced and, in many cases, the police are content to turn a blind eye (Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, 2008). Two women were in prison for prostitution offences when I was doing field work but the children told me that this was because they had not paid fines or bribes, rather than for prostitution per se. In 1996, in part due to international pressure, and Thailand’s horror at its reputation as a safe haven for paedophiles, new laws were brought in to strengthen child protection. The Prostitution Prevention and Suppression Act (1996) allowed for the prosecution of the procurers and the customers of child prostitutes so that anyone who had sex with a child under the age of 15 could be sent to jail for between two and six years and could be imprisoned for up to three years if the child was between 15- and 18-years-old. The Act also sanctioned parents who allowed a child to enter into prostitution to be punished (Montgomery, 2010). In the period I was conducting fieldwork, however, these laws were not in place and although there was a generalised fear of the police, there was no discussion about the possible illegality of prostitution. 
In contrast to much of the literature on young prostitutes, the children in Baan Nua lived with their parents and had not been trafficked, debt bonded, or tricked into prostitution [see note 2 below]. There was no formal organization for prostitution in Baan Nua. Children entered it through the encouragement of friends or older siblings who introduced them to clients, showed them what acts they had to perform, and looked after them afterwards. They had different types of clients, both casual and longer term. Some of the older children would go out in the evening and find men willing to buy sex from them or their younger siblings and neighbours but generally it was only the older boys, aged 12 or over, who did this. Younger children and girls stayed in the community and waited for men to come or be brought to them. Picking up casual clients was considered risky and dangerous and children preferred to sell sex to regular clients (or friends of these clients who had been vouched for). When I was observing, there were three men in particular—an Italian, a Briton and a Spaniard—who had the most contact with the children and were their preferred clients. Over time some forms of relationships had been built up with these men and the children preferred to characterise these relationships as friendships, or even romance, rather than as a purely financial exchange between prostitute and client. This was made easier in that such clients were not charged a set rate for sex but were expected to give the children relatively large ‘gifts’ of money, were encouraged to make contact and interact with the entire family and were expected to respond to requests for money even when they were out of the country. In return, the children would stay overnight with these clients, when requested, provide sex to their friends or acquaintances and introduce them to other children in Baan Nua. 

Prostitution, Poverty and Filial Duty 

Such a brief description of these children’s situation of course raises many serious issues about exploitation, abuse and the role of the parents (for fuller details of the situation in Baan Nua see Montgomery, 2001). These children were clearly at risk of serious harm—on a physiological level, a child’s body is not suited to penetration by an adult and the sexual act can inflict great damage in the form of tearing and bruising. Child prostitutes are also at risk from sexually transmitted infections (including HIV) and of early and unwanted pregnancy (Willis & Levy, 2002). Despite this, parents knew of, and encouraged, prostitution and seemed content to live off their children’s earnings. If, as LeVine suggests, it is a universal and primary goal of child-rearing to protect children’s physical health and survival until adulthood, why were some parents acting in a way which damaged their children so profoundly and which was inimical to their longer term prospects? 
The simplest answer might be poverty: children who sell sex do so because they and their families are poor and they cannot find other well-paying work. Certainly this was true for many of the Baan Nua children who had tried other jobs such as selling chewing gum in the streets, begging, or scavenging for rubbish at nearby dumps. But all these options were badly paid and actively disliked by the children. Begging and selling sweets often resulted in theft or intimidation from older street children or the police. Working on the rubbish dump was hard in the heat and the conditions were unsanitary. Prostitution, however, especially with foreign clients, brought in relatively large amounts of money and also gave the children the chance to stay in luxurious hotels or apartments and to eat well. In my 15 months of fieldwork, I asked the children what they earned each month and was told by one eight-year-old boy that he earned between 750 and 3000 baht a month (£20 and £80 at the 1995 exchange rate). Another 13-year-old girl was given £55 a month to persuade some of the younger children to have sex with one of the three European clients. Compared to the 20 baht (50p) a day that the younger children could earn sorting out garbage or the small sums they earn from begging, prostitution appeared an astute financial choice. The relationships with the three European clients who visited the community also allowed for ongoing support. The Italian client sent one family £80 a month and paid for the rebuilding of one of the slum houses, at a cost of £150. Parents would write to him, and the other men, asking for money to buy a new roof for their house, or to pay for medical bills, and these men would usually respond. Given the grinding poverty of the community, the wages of the children were often the difference between survival and going under and the means by which the community remained intact. 
Explanations of poverty, however, raise more questions than they answer. While the families were extremely poor and prostitution enabled basic survival, poverty alone does not explain why parents and other adults did not work, or why the burden of familial support was placed squarely on the children’s shoulders. To understand the situation better therefore, it is necessary to look at ideas of filial duty and obligation and to understand the cultural, as well as the economic, factors that pushed children into prostitution. 
The majority of the children had been born in Baan Nua, referred to it as home and knew of no other way of life. Communication with the world outside was limited to a few children from neighbouring slums and the workers from the small charity with which I was associated. These children did not go to school and were unknown to the authorities at the limited welfare services available in Thailand at the time. What little education they had came from the charity that I was associated with who provided basic lessons as well as a hot meal at lunchtime. Within Baan Nua, the children lived with their mothers, aunts or grandmothers while fathers were more peripheral. In some cases the men had stayed in the northern rural communities and kept in touch only sporadically with their children, in others they were more involved but did not live with them. Two other fathers were said to be in prison and several more were unknown. This had the effect of making mothers the most important person in a child’s life and the centre of the household. Kin relationships, especially with one’s mother, took on a special significance within the slum therefore and it was only through an understanding of the importance of these that it is possible to understand the children’s justifications for working as prostitutes. The children of Baan Nua were heavily influenced by their mothers’ views of the correct adult–child relationship which drew on conservative, rural notions of filial obligations, reciprocity and sacrifice. 
In the rural communities from which many of these families came, it is thought that children incur a debt of gratitude (bun khun) to their parents, through being born and this debt of gratitude is vital for understanding the moral basis of parent–child relationships (Mulder, 1979). Penny van Esterik has written that: ‘In rural contexts, women express the idea that one raises a child in expectation of explicit returns. A daughter repays the debt to her mother by remaining in the parental household to care for her parents in old age, while a son ordains as a Buddhist monk to pay his mother back for her breast milk’ (1992, p. 27). Others have argued that children have lifelong responsibilities to their parents because they are ‘moral debtors’ and their parents ‘moral creditors’ (Tantiwiramanond & Pandey, 1987, p. 134). Children are expected to contribute to the household economy through working on the family’s land, caring for other children in the household or providing other forms of domestic labour when young and then supporting elderly parents later on (Blanc-Szanton, 1985). 
While the external forms of this relationship have changed so that the family farm may not exist anymore, rural children move away and become factory workers, or take other unskilled jobs in order to support their families, the moral basis of the parent–child relationship has remained the same and it is still a child’s duty, as soon as she or he is able, to support their parents and to repay the care they have been given. In recent years in Thailand prostitution has become one way that dutiful daughters can earn money to contribute to the family’s income (Muecke, 1992). In a seminal study of masseuses in Thailand, Phongpaichit (1982) showed that daughters who left their rural homes were not running away or discarding the traditional principles of support and repayment but were fulfilling them as best they could in a changed environment. Since this study came out, almost all academic work on young prostitution in Thailand has come to similar conclusions; children work as prostitutes to support their families, contribute to the family income and provide for their parents and do so in deference to long standing ideas about the duty of children towards those who have given them life (Fordham, 2005; Muecke, 1992; Montgomery, 2001; Rende Taylor, 2005). Unlike in North America and Europe, where the majority of young prostitutes are homeless or have run away from often abusive situations at home (Bittle, 2002), child prostitutes in Thailand remain part of their families and use their money to support their parents. For the children that work in brothels, or who go away to the big cities to work in bars, prostitution is an extension of the family bond, not its negation. Children who are successful and send money home are welcomed back with little stigma and go on to marry and settle down back in their communities (Baker, 2007; Muecke, 1992; Mulder, 1979; Rende Taylor, 2005; Thitsa, 1980). 
This is not to argue that Thai culture or local cultural norms in any way demand that children prostitute themselves or that child prostitution is treated with anything other than horror by most Thais. However in communities such as Baan Nua, both children and parents explain and justify their actions with reference to ideas of filial obligation and duty and these ideas and justifications have been found in many other studies of prostitution in Thailand. Instead of talking about poverty, exploitation or abuse to explain prostitution, children in Baan Nua draw on ideas of reciprocity and respect for parents to position themselves as moral beings and dutiful family members. Prostitution is far less an important part of their identity than their image of themselves as good and dutiful children. Other studies of Thai prostitution have found similar understandings and while prostitution is never claimed to be a good or socially acceptable job, its morality is ambiguous and the intentions behind becoming a prostitute, and what is done with the money raised, are seen as being equally important as the work itself when weighing up its morality. Niels Mulder has argued: 

The way of the prostitutes is a way to cope with survival in Thai culture and to face its social realities. Prostitutes cash in on the ambiguous cultural values of prestige, power, and money. There is nothing wrong with prostituting oneself as long as it results in money or powerful protection, the money compensating for the loss of face. As long as a woman cares for her relatives and recompenses the bun khun of her parents with gifts and money, she can still see herself—and present herself—as a good person. (Mulder, 1979, p. 55) 

The children in Baan Nua felt a strong obligation towards their families and saw it as their duty to support their parents financially. With no family land to farm and few jobs available to uneducated children from the slums around the city that would earn enough income to support a family, prostitution became the only job which brought in enough money to ensure the family’s survival. Although the children sometimes became annoyed with my questions about prostitution, calling it an ‘ugly’ thing they did not want to talk about, they were happy to talk about the impact their money had on their families and their successful self-identification as moral people and dutiful daughters. Twelve-year-old Kob, for example, once told me with delight that a client had given her enough money to rebuild her parents’ house. She said: ‘I did this all by myself and someday I will be rewarded for looking after my parents’. A powerful mitigating circumstance for many of these children was that they were earning money to help their parents. They expressed love and affection for their parents and claimed to see nothing wrong with bringing in money by whatever means they could. Even when parents spent it on alcohol or gambling, no child ever criticised his or her mother for this behaviour. Instead they were keen to point out to me how their money had paid for their mothers’ new houses, motorbikes or television. 
While children of both genders sold sex in Baan Nua, for boys it was more casual and usually done in conjunction with other work. There were limited earning opportunities for everyone in Baan Nua but girls tended to be much more invested in staying and living in the community and supporting their mothers. Indeed the permanence and stability of the women in comparison to the men in Baan Nua was noticeable, and it was the women who dominated the community. Boys sold sex when they could but preferred to pimp for others. While they handed over some of their money to their mothers, they also kept some back for themselves in a way their sisters never did. The older they got the more they tended to leave and work on construction sites, or do other forms of casual labour around the country. They would occasionally send money home but it was not a regular source of income and their families tended not to rely on it. I often heard complaints about sons failing in their family duties but at the same time there was an understanding and acceptance that boys were not as committed to their families as girls were. This is discussed in more depth in the case study below. 
Mothers rarely worked therefore because they believed that having given birth and raised their children it was now time for them to be supported and looked after, just as they had done for their parents. Mothers could sound quite blase ́ about their children’s prostitution, one told me, ‘I am his mother. If I ask my son to make money for me, he will go. I don’t send him, he wants to go for me’. Others would claim that they knew nothing about it until it was too late and felt powerless to stop it while others argued that it was part of a long term strategy to lift the whole family out of poverty. One mother often spoke of her plans to marry her 12-year-old daughter off to one of these Western clients who would then install her and her family in a big house. She told me, ‘When we are rich, she will not regret anything. Now, things are not so good but one day, they will be good for us’. Mothers would always deny asking their children to become prostitutes, but given the prevalence of it in the slum, when a child saw the need to earn money, they only had to look around and see what their sisters, brothers and friends were doing to know what was expected of them. Being a good child in this context meant supporting and looking after your mother any way you could and the stigma of selling sex could be cancelled out by the motivation for doing so, meaning that there need be no contradiction between being a good child and a 12-year-old prostitute. 


The ‘Good Child’ and the ‘Bad’ One 

One of the ‘good’ children in Baan Nua was 13-year-old Lek, a young prostitute whose work supported five members of her family. She was also one of the children in the slum who had worked as a prostitute for longest and both sold sex herself and introduced younger children to her clients. She had an arrangement with the British man whereby he sent her family a monthly allowance and she would arrange for her younger friends and neighbours to visit him when he wanted. Lek also appealed to him on occasions when her family’s gambling debts got out of hand and, when she became pregnant, she asked him to help out with the medical expenses. Of all the children in the community, Lek’s sense of her obligations and expectations of filial duty were particularly strong. Unlike some of the other children, she gave her mother everything that she earned and kept nothing back for herself. She was also the child who most vociferously rejected the word prostitute and claimed that she simply had friends or boyfriends who helped out when she needed them to. She prided herself on being a good daughter and, while implicitly acknowledging that there was a financial basis to her relationships with her ‘friends’ and ‘boyfriends’, saw it in terms of family duty rather than as a sexual exchange. She did not let this impinge on her private sense of humanity and virtues and when I asked her about prostitution, claimed that ‘it’s only my body, but this is my family’. She was censorious about cheating on boyfriends or husbands and about other children who did not hand over all their money to their mothers. In terms of the morality of Baan Nua, she was recognised and praised as a good child. 
In contrast her two brothers were identified as ‘bad’ children and condemned for their actions. One of them, 17-year-old Tam, continued to live in Baan Nua which was unusual because young men, especially as they got older, tended to move away and find unskilled work on construction sites. Lek’s brother however lived with his mother and was supported by his sister. He made no attempts to work and gambled heavily. He was seen in Baan Nua as ungrateful and neglectful to his mother and viewed as a parasite who lived off the work of his sister. He was said to ‘eat a woman’s money’ (kin ngun phuu ying) and was widely criticised for doing so. His brother was even more heavily condemned. He had moved away from Baan Nua some time previously after a rift with his family. He had regular work but refused to send his mother any money from his wages because he claimed that she would waste it on gambling or alcohol. As a result, he was greatly disliked by the other villagers and his deliberate flouting of kinship ties and social obligations was harshly denounced. Despite his alienation from his family, and whatever his circumstances, he was expected to remain part of the web of kinship obligations and his family and their friends were deeply offended when he did not. 
Between these two poles of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ child however lay ambiguity and while there was an expectation, held by both mothers and children, that good children would sacrifice themselves for their mother, earn money in whatever way they could, and use this to support their families, this was sometimes challenged. The expectation of reciprocity could be manipulated or misunderstood to the extent that neither side was clear about exactly what they had to do and where a parent’s duties ended and a child’s began. While some mothers could claim that their children wanted to earn money for them, sometimes the children were not so sure. One of the youngest children in my survey, a six-year-old girl told me, ‘I don’t want to go with foreigners, but my grandmother asks me to so I feel I must’. Both parents and children were working within the same cultural framework of reciprocity and were aware of the obligations that children had but there was a degree of unease about how far a child had to go to fulfill these duties, especially when mothers or grandmothers did not seem to be protecting the child and appeared to have very few reciprocal duties once the child was old enough to earn money. Undoubtedly children tried their best and never directly criticised their parents in front of me. I saw no open confrontations between parents and children nor any attempts by the children to evade or undermine their parents’ wishes. Indeed two of the children were taken away from Baan Nua by their father and placed with his parents in a rural village in the north, but ran away and returned to their mother after a week. When I questioned them about why they’d done this, they claimed that this rural village was ‘no fun’ and ‘boring’ and that they had ‘missed their mother’. Regardless of their life in Baan Nua, it was where they considered home because it was where their mother was. Like the other children, they claimed satisfaction and pride in supporting their parents and taking on the role of good daughter and dutiful family member allowed them to play down the stigma of prostitution, of which they were well aware. They did this, however, with varying degrees of uncertainty, aware that obtaining social recognition for their filial duty, and being seen as a good child, might come at heavy personal cost. 
It is only ever possible to take a snapshot of life while doing ethnographic fieldwork and clearly ideas change across time with the circumstances of the individual children [see note 3 below]. During fieldwork I interviewed a woman, aged 26, who had been a prostitute since she was 14, pressured by her family to work in a provincial brothel until she ran away to another tourist resort when she was 18 and where she worked in a tourist bar selling sex. She was still sending money to her parents but resented it, claiming, ‘I feel like a bank that has to be open 24 hours a day. My family thinks that they can withdraw money all the time, as much as they like without ever once considering my wishes or my needs’. I never heard the children in Baan Nua express resentment of their parents in this way but it is impossible to say that none would feel like this in the future. Breaking the cycle was very hard. While Lek was pregnant she claimed that she did not want her child to go into prostitution and wanted to go back to her mother’s rural community to raise her. Once the child was born, however, Lek very quickly went back to selling sex and finding other children and talked of how she only needed to do so for another ‘eight or so years’ until her daughter could support her. While she still claimed not to want her daughter to become a prostitute, and hoped that she could find other work, it was not difficult to see how the patterns of exploitation and reciprocity could once again become intertwined. 

Conclusion 

The families in Baan Nua might be discussed as amoral aberrations living in a situation where feckless adults exploit and abuse vulnerable children. Furthermore, these parents’ might appear to undermine LeVine’s universal criteria for child-rearing because they expose children to multiple risks. Yet Baan Nua was not an amoral community, its people had strong moral codes and lived their lives according to principles which were based on widespread and culturally valued notions of reciprocity and filial duty. Parental child-rearing goals were very similar to those of parents elsewhere and the children were raised to be economically self-sufficient and to value reciprocity and familial support. Parents were following rational and adaptive child-rearing strategies which ensured the survival, economic and social reproduction of the whole community and, by selling sex, children were fulfilling obligations and positioning themselves as good children and dutiful sons and daughters. Despite some ambiguities, both adults and children could identify good and bad children and this sense of morality was important to the children’s perceptions of themselves and their own identities. This argument does not deny that the children were exploited, nor does it suggest that the children were undamaged by what they did and might not regret it in the future. Nor does it blame an essentialised version of Thai culture which condones children prostituting themselves if they want to fulfill culturally sanctioned ideals. Rather it points out the values that the children themselves lived by and the explanations that they gave for their lives—vital starting points for any intervention. From an outsider’s perspective it is easily to criticise and condemn the parents in Baan Nua, especially when their ideas of good and bad children clash so fundamentally with contemporary Western ideas about child abuse and the widespread horror of sexual damage to children. In these circumstances maintaining any sort of cultural relativist stance is always difficult and not necessarily desirable. Despite this, I do believe that these were good children doing their best for their families and themselves in an extremely difficult situation. Their parents loved and valued them and the relationship between parent and child had a strong moral basis. There are many reasons to dislike and attempt to change this basis but denying its existence undermines the children’s pride in themselves as ‘good children’ and recasts them as pathetic and passive victims of abuse without acknowledging their strength, their resilience or their moral courage. 

Notes 

1. I am well aware that referencing this other paper is fudging the issue of both methods and ethics. However the ethics of working on such a sensitive and emotive topic are very complex and there is not space to do them justice in a paragraph here. Suffice to say that since I undertook this fieldwork nearly 20 years ago, there have been major improvements in university ethics procedures and much greater knowledge and experience of how to work with such vulnerable children. There is now a much greater understanding of the perils and pitfalls of working with children and some protocols are in place of how to do so. I made many mistakes when I undertook this fieldwork, which I discuss in Montgomery (2007), and undoubtedly I would do things very differently now. I did not inform the authorities of what I knew or give them the names of some of the men who were buying sex from the children. At the time I justified this because I had promised the children I would not expose them or their clients, but I am not convinced this was the right thing to do and I now believe I should not have made this promise to the children. Yet this promise, and my lack of intervention, made the work possible. It may well be that I would now never be allowed to carry out such research and it would never now be sanctioned by a university ethics committee. The rights and wrongs of this are highly debatable and are issues I continue to struggle with, despite the length of time that has elapsed since I left the field. I followed up the children of this community for several years after I left the field (see the final endnote) but have not been back to Thailand since. For this reason I emphasise that this case study is based on a particular moment and believe (and hope) that the current situation is very different.  
2. O’Connell-Davidson (2005) and Ennew (2008) both give excellent, comprehensive and unsensationalist accounts of different forms of child prostitution globally while Baker (2007) does a similarly good job specifically on Thailand.  
3. I conducted this fieldwork almost 20 years ago and undoubtedly there have been many changes since. Thailand has changed its national laws to allow for prosecutions of men who buy sex from children, and parents who allow this to happen, and since the mid 1990s, many Western governments have passed extra-territorial legislation which enables men to be prosecuted in their home countries for offences committed against children on foreign soil (for a summary of these laws see World Tourism Organisation [WTO], n.d.) These have led to some successful prosecutions and generated publicity which, it might be hoped, has convinced some men that they are no longer untouchable and cannot buy sex from children overseas with impunity. However it is hard to know what the impact has truly been. Internationally, the media emphasis has shifted from Thailand to Vietnam and Cambodia which might suggest that Thailand is no longer seen as the safe haven it once was for child sexual abusers. However while the arrests of foreign men in Thailand no longer make international news, a trawl through the Pattaya Daily News (Pattaya being one of the main destinations for sex tourism) shows the problem is as rife as ever. In May 2008, a headline read ‘British Man Arrested in Pattaya for Luring Underage Boy for Sexual Purposes’ while in December the paper sounded positively weary: ‘Yet Another Foreign Gay Arrested in Pattaya With Underage Boys’. The following May, it announced, ‘2 Swedish, 1 British Paedophiles Arrested in Pattaya’. Clearly in some parts of the Thailand the message has still not got through and it is safe to assume that while a handful of men have been arrested, there are plenty others who have not and who continue to buy sex from children (Montgomery, 2010). Baan Nua itself no longer exists. In 1998 the first confirmed AIDS-related deaths occurred (there had been deaths before from tuberculosis, which I assume, but cannot prove, were HIV-related). This shocked an already vulnerable community and it quickly disbanded, with some families travelling to Bangkok, other going back to rural communities and a few others staying on in the city in which I encountered them, continuing to sell sex to foreigners while they still could. Eventually though I lost sight of them and do not know which, if any, of these children grew up and became ‘good’ adults and had ‘good’ children of their own. A follow-up study would have been fascinating and it is a deep and abiding regret that I have not done one. 
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