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Abstract

This study aims to analyze the political economy of massage parlor businesses in Bangkok from 1969 to 2023. It examines
the historical development of the massage parlor industry in Thailand, along with relevant laws and state policies, and analyzes the
power relationships among the state, operators, and service providers in managing such businesses during the study period. The research
employs a qualitative methodology, utilizing in-depth interviews alongside documentary research, including legislation, tax statistics, news
reports, and related academic works. Key informants were drawn from three groups: state representatives, business operators, and service
providers, in order to comprehensively analyze the economic and political interconnections. The theoretical frameworks applied include
Political Economy, Institutionalism, and Business Politics.

The study’s central argument is that massage parlor businesses constitute a “political space” in which law, economy, and
labor are intricately intertwined — not merely an economic activity, but a reflection of state power structures within a “grey economy.”
The state does not employ legislation solely as a regulatory tool, but also as an instrument for managing its relationship with the private
sector. The development of massage parlor businesses can be periodized into three distinct eras: the shophouse era, the full-service era,
and the entertainment complex era. These businesses persist in a “semi-underground” status, arising from the legal contradiction between
the Entertainment Establishment Act B.E. 2509 (1966, pp. 626-639, promulgated on 4 October 1966), which legitimizes business operations,
and the Prevention and Suppression of Prostitution Act B.E. 2539 (1996, pp. 1-13, promulgated on 22 October 1996), which prohibits sexual
activities. This legal ambiguity creates conditions for selective law enforcement and allows state officials to exercise discretionary power
for extra-systemic gain, resulting in substantial revenue that should have been collected as taxes leaking out of the formal system.

Under these conditions, the relationship between the state and operators is characterized by “institutional dependency”
and “asymmetric cooperation,” whereby the state relaxes law enforcement while operators provide support to the state in both formal
and informal ways. Consequently, massage parlor businesses become embedded in a patronage system, with sex workers emerging
as the most vulnerable group — classified as legal offenders, they lack labor rights protection and face social stigmatization, despite
serving as a key mechanism generating income for both the state and operators. The persistence of massage parlor businesses as a “grey
area” is a structural outcome of Thailand’s political economy, in which the state and capital maintain close relations. The state exploits
legal ambiguity as a tool for revenue generation and power network maintenance, while operators leverage such leniency to preserve
their interests. The knowledge generated by this study demonstrates that massage parlor businesses are not merely a marginal activity,
but a structural mechanism of the state and a political space that clearly reflects the power relations among the state, capital, and labor

within the grey economy.

Kemords: Political Econom: Massage Parlors, Grey Economy, State-Capital Relations, Institutional Dependency
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