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Why Sex Work Isn’t Work 

by Lori Watson 

 

Many in favor of the legalization of prostitution refer to it as “sex work” and employ 

concepts such as “consent,” “agency,” “sexual freedom,” “the right to work,” and even 

“human rights” in the course of making their defense.[1] Consider some of the 

common claims defenders of legalization advance: sex work is work just like any 

other form of work, only the social shame and stigma around sex prevent people from 

seeing it as such;[2] many (most) women[3] who sell sex chose to be there, so we 

should respect their choice and agency, after all they are in no different a position 

than someone who chooses a minimum wage job without better alternatives;[4] 

women choosing to sell sex is an example of sexual freedom and rejecting repressive 

norms that limit women’s sexuality,[5] so we should respect their sexually 

autonomous choices to sell sex for a living. Other defenders are more circumspect in 

their defense of legalization, arguing that prostitution is “the oldest profession,” isn’t 

going away, and so we are better off adopting a “harm reduction model.” That is, they 

argue that many of the harms associated with the buying and selling of sex are 

harms that are either a product of its illegality or can be reduced by a program of 

regulation that would be required if prostitution were legalized.[6] For example, they 

claim that legalization will reduce trafficking for purposes of sexual exploitation; they 

claim that legalization will increase the health and safety of women (the workers); 

they claim that legalization will reduce death, violence, and other abuses.[7] 
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There is an abundance of literature rebutting these claims. Study after study shows 

that the primary reason that women begin selling sex for money is out of economic 

desperation.[8] Moreover, many women in prostitution began before the age of 18;[9] 

many feel trapped and feel they have no other realistic opportunities for economic 

survival.[10] Legalization does not come with many of the benefits its proponents 

suggest: it does not reduce trafficking (assuming a distinction can be made)[11]; 

“indoor prostitution” is not necessarily safer than “outdoor” prostitution or 

streetwalking, as it is called;[12] it does not provide a solution to the most vulnerable 

women in prostitution—immigrants—who are often excluded from regulatory 

procedures and licensing; it does not necessarily increase the health and safety of 

women—buyer’s health and STD status is not tested under legalization; legalization 

does not remove social stigma for the women in prostitution.[13]   However, 

legalization does likely remove some of the social stigma for the buyers in addition to 

making access to women easier and less dangerous (for the buyer).   Moreover, 

despite the common refrain calling prostitution “sex work,” many of the women in 

prostitution, both actively and exited, refer to it as “the life” or “a lifestyle”—the 

emphasis on “the life” as describing a way of being in the world, a description of the 

whole of one’s existence, not as something one leaves at “the office.”[14] Finally, the 

violence—the potential for assault, rape, and even death–endemic to prostitution 

exceeds the level of danger accompanying even those most dangerous of other 

forms of work.[15] 

Many of these arguments have been made and are gaining more and more traction 

against the legalization (regulatory) position.   More and more nation-states and 

international bodies are recognizing that the options for addressing prostitution aren’t 

simply legalization or criminalization[16]—neither of which does anything for the 

women in prostitution.[17] The Nordic model, in which the selling of sex is 

decriminalized and the buying of sex criminalized, along side social services for 

increasing the exit options of the women, is being increasingly adopted and 

considered as the best approach to combating the harms of prostitution, empowering 

persons in prostitution, all the while affirming a commitment to sex equality. 

However, in this paper, rather than defend the Nordic Model further, as eloquent 

defenses are already made,[18] I wish to take seriously the claim that selling sex is 

“work like any other kind of work” and examine what taking this claim on its face as 

true would entail in the United States.   In my view, there are serious problems with 

the regulatory approach that aims to treat women selling sex (“sex work” in their 
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lingo) as simply a form of work like any other. To take the claim that “sex work” 

should be treated/regulated like any other form of work seriously, the following, at 

minimum, would have to be addressed: 

1. Worker Safety 

2. Sexual harassment 

3. Civil rights 

In what follows, I draw on the laws of the United States regarding workers safety, 

sexual harassment, and civil rights to show that the claim that selling sex is work just 

like any other form of work is indefensible.   It’s indefensible because if we apply the 

regulations currently applied to other forms of work to the selling and buying of sex, 

the acts intrinsic to the “job” can’t be permitted; they are simply inconsistent with 

regulations governing worker safety, sexual harassment laws, and civil rights. 

OSHA (Occupational Safety and Health Administration) is responsible for overseeing 

worker safety and health in the U.S. They specify the standards for worker safety 

regarding in employment contexts that include exposure to blood borne pathogens 

and other potentially infectious materials (of which sperm counts)[19], as they are 

concerned with the potential transmission of HIV or Hepatitis, or other infectious 

diseases.   The sexual acts that form the necessary working conditions for (persons) 

women selling sex means that routine “Occupational Exposure” is intrinsic to the 

“job”. Occupational exposure “means reasonably anticipated skin, eye, mucous 

membrane, or parenteral contact with blood or other potentially infectious materials 

that may result from the performance of an employee’s duties.”[20] Employers must 

“list … all tasks and procedures or groups of closely related task and procedures in 

which occupational exposure occurs…” and [t]his exposure determination shall be 

made without regard to the use of personal protective equipment.”[21] So, 

presumably, every potential sex act would need to be on the list, as “tasks”, in which 

occupational exposure occurs, and the list needs to be made without reference to 

condom use because the list is required list exposure threat without reference to 

personal protective equipment. 

Condom use certainly would be a minimum requirement for compliance with OSHA 

standards. However, condom use will not be sufficient to meet OSHA regulations, for: 

“All procedures involving blood or other potentially infectious materials shall be 

performed in such a manner as to minimize splashing, spraying, spattering, and 

generation of droplets of these substances.”[22] Condoms break, they are not 
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foolproof. Moreover, condoms break more frequently in anal sex. The CDC states 

that receptive anal sex with an HIV positive person, even with a condom, represents 

a 100X greater risk for contracting HIV than oral sex with a condom.[23] Anal sex, 

with an HIV positive partner, without a condom puts the “recipient” at a 2000X greater 

risk for contracting HIV than oral sex with a condom.[24] Condoms, while reducing 

risk, does not eliminate it, nor arguably does it “minimize risk” per the OSHA 

standard; Condoms also don’t protect against all sexually transmitted infections 

(STIs). The CDC makes clear that, though condoms can reduce some STIs, they are 

not effective for all STIs, HPV and genital ulcers occur in places that condoms don’t 

cover, and hence condom use is not necessarily an effective prophylactic in all 

cases.[25] Moreover, we know that even where condoms are required by law, 

“clients” often prefer not to use them.[26] We also know that the most vulnerable 

among persons selling sex are the least likely to use condoms (to have the power to 

require purchasers of sex to use them), for example, transgendered persons and 

“migrant sex-workers.”[27] 

Other relevant OSHA regulations that clearly would govern worker safety in a “sex 

work” environment: 

1. “Mouth pipetting/suctioning of blood or other potentially infectious materials is 

prohibited.” Note this doesn’t say is permitted with protective gear. It says prohibited. 

So, oral sex seems to be inconsistent with OSHA worker safety standards as applied 

to every other form of work.[28] Will “sex work regulations” allow an exception? And if 

so, what could possibly be the rationale? Will we say that worker safety is less of a 

concern in this industry? 

2. “Gloves. Gloves shall be worn when it can be reasonably anticipated that the 

employee may have hand contact with blood, other potentially infectious materials, 

mucous membranes, and non-intact skin…” This regulation seems to entail that “sex 

workers” must wear latex gloves while performing any “work task” in which their 

hands may come in contact with potentially infectious materials (i.e., sperm). Should 

this sound ridiculous to some readers, consider that the St. James Infirmary 

Occupational Safety & Health Handbook makes a very similar recommendation, but 

only for some activities. The Handbook suggests: “use latex gloves (ideally, elbow 

length) and lots of lube for fisting.”[29] But, this is not the only “task” in which 

exposure is possible or even likely. Moreover, in other fields in which exposure is 

possible or likely, notably medical fields, glove wearing is mandatory. Small cuts or 
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abrasions to the skin are potential transmission sites and “minimizing risks” surely 

seems to demand gloves be worn at all times for all “tasks” in which exposure is 

possible. Hence, St. James’s Handbook goes further and states: “Because body 

fluids such as blood, vomit, urine, feces, saliva and semen many contain infectious 

organisms, protective gloves must always be worn when dealing with body 

fluids.”[30] 

3. “Masks, Eye Protection, and Face Shields. Masks in combination with eye 

protection devices, such as goggles or glasses with solid side shields, or chin-length 

face shields, shall be worn whenever splashes, spray, spatter, or droplets of blood or 

other potentially infectious materials may be generated and eye, nose, or mouth 

contamination can be reasonably anticipated.”[31] Ejaculation on the face of women 

in pornography is routine. Data for how wide spread this practice is among men who 

buy sex is unknown. However, we can safely assume it’s not zero. However, this 

practice would either be prohibited (under the OSHA minimize risk standard) or if 

permitted worker protection demands masks, eye protection, and face shields. If this 

sounds absurd, consider that among porn performers gonorrhea and Chlamydia is 

frequent, including such infections in the eyes.[32] 

4. “Gowns, Aprons, and Other Protective Body Clothing. Appropriate protective 

clothing such as, but not limited to, gowns, aprons, lab coats, clinic jackets, or similar 

outer garments shall be worn in occupational exposure situations. The type and 

characteristics will depend upon the task and degree of exposure anticipated.”   

While this may indeed sound absurd in the context of “sex work”, it goes to the point 

that the kinds of worker protections deemed necessary in every other work context, in 

which exposure to infection materials is possible or likely, cannot be maintained in 

the context in which the work is sex. One can argue that an exception can be carved 

out for this type of “work”, but then what does that say about the relative value of 

these “workers” as opposed to every other worker who is entitled to such protection? 

Moreover, exceptions are permitted only in “rare and extraordinary circumstances” 

where it is judged that health and safety are put in jeopardy by the use of personal 

protective equipment.[33] Even further, as noted above not all STIs can be protected 

against by condom use, or even gloves. “Syphilis can be transmitted through skin-to-

skin contact and does not require exposure to semen or vaginal fluids.” The same is 

true of herpes, molluscum contagiosum, and HPV, among other infectious 

diseases.[34] Direct skin on skin contact puts “workers” at risk. Hence, direct skin-to-
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skin contact is not compatible with OSHA regulations governing exposure to 

potentially infectious materials. 

5. In the event of exposure OHSA requires: “The source individual’s blood shall be 

tested as soon as feasible and after consent is obtained in order to determine HBV 

and HIV infectivity. If consent is not obtained, the employer shall establish that legally 

required consent cannot be obtained. When the source individual’s consent is not 

required by law, the source individual’s blood, if available, shall be tested and the 

results documented.”[35] This means that if any employee is exposed to a potentially 

infectious material, despite using personal protective equipment, the source 

individual (the buyer in the case of “sex” work) needs to be tested for HIV and HBV. 

In all of the places in which prostitution is legal it is the sellers not the buyers that are 

mandated for testing, which of course protects the buyer to an extent, but does 

nothing to protect the seller/worker. 

Obviously the OSHA standards were not created with sex work in mind, however that 

is irrelevant to the key point being made here—namely, if these are the regulations 

deemed necessary to protect worker safety in every other work environment in which 

exposure to potentially infectious material is a risk of the job, why should they not 

apply in the context of “sex work”? If selling sex is work like any other form of work, 

then the safety of these workers is just as important to protect as the safety of 

workers in other contexts. The retort that condom use will be required by law and that 

is sufficient to protect the health and safety of “sex workers” is simply not true. 

Condoms may reduce risk in some cases, as noted above, however they do not 

“minimize” risk nor do they protect against all potentially infections transmissions 

(STIs) as noted above. Moreover, where the selling and buying of sex is currently 

legal and condoms required by law–New Zealand, Australia, the Netherlands, parts 

of Nevada, e.g.—there is ample evidence of clients preferring sex without condoms, 

offering to pay more for sex without condoms, and a lack of enforcement among 

“management.”[36] 

The attempt to draw attention to worker safety in the sex industry is not new. In 2012, 

voters in Los Angeles voted for “Measure B”—a law requiring condom use in the 

pornography industry as a means of protecting worker health and safety.   The result 

of the law was not, in fact, increased worker safety. The result was that applications 

for permits to film in L.A. County dropped 90%; porn production companies either 
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stopped filming in L.A. County or stopped filing for permits and continued to film 

illegally.[37] 

The fact is the buyers drive the market, as is true generally in commercial exchanges. 

If the buyers don’t want to use condoms or follow other “worker safety protocols” as 

would be necessary to protect the safety and health of workers, then we have little 

reason to be confident that legalization and regulation will effectively protect those 

who sell sex. 

Sexual Harassment 

Sexual harassment is defined as “unwelcome sexual conduct that is a term or 

condition of employment.”[38] Such harassment can take the form of a quid pro quo 

(when “submission to or rejection of such conduct by an individual is used as the 

basis for employment decisions affecting such individual”) or in subjecting the 

employee to a hostile work environment.[39] The standard kinds of cases of sexual 

harassment involve a supervisor or co-worker harassing, in one form or another, a 

co-worker. Presumably, in the context of “sex work” a supervisor or co-worker 

demanding sex as a condition of employment or creating a hostile work environment 

could be adjudicated similarly to other work contexts. A more difficult kind of case to 

consider in the context of “sex work” is harassment by a client. Hence, it is important 

to note: “The harasser can be the victim’s supervisor, a supervisor in another area, a 

co-worker, or someone who is not an employee of the employer, such as a client or 

customer.”[40] So, “clients” or “customers”—purchasers of sex in this discussion—

can also be found to have sexually harassed someone from whom they are 

purchasing sex, under the current legal standards. 

It is a serious question as to how sexual harassment laws can possibly be enforced 

in a context in which sex is a commercial exchange.  Where every “job task” 

potentially involves unwelcome sexual conduct as a condition of employment, 

because sex is the job, how can we possibly enforce sexual harassment law? Will we 

carve out an exception for commercial sex—sexual harassment laws don’t apply in 

this context? Or will we continue to stand by our judgments that sexual harassment is 

a form of sex inequality, from which employees deserve protection? In which case, 

legalization of prostitution is simply incompatible with sexual harassment legislation 

that protects “all workers.” 



 
 

8 
 

To see precisely how the legalization of the buying and selling of sex is inconsistent 

with the logic of sexual harassment law, consider the following.   First, as noted 

above “unwelcomeness” is the legal standard for whether some act constitutes 

sexual harassment. Whether the victim of the harassment voluntarily complied is not 

a defense to sexual harassment. “[T]he fact that sex-related conduct was ‘voluntary,’ 

in the sense that the complainant was not forced to participate against her will, is not 

a defense to a sexual harassment suit brought under Title VII. . . . . The correct 

inquiry is whether [the victim] by her conduct indicated that the alleged sexual 

advances were unwelcome, not whether her actual participation in sexual intercourse 

was voluntary.”[41] “The Eleventh Circuit provided a general definition of “unwelcome 

conduct”: the challenged conduct must be unwelcome “in the sense that the 

employee did not solicit or incite it, and in the sense that the employee regarded the 

conduct as undesirable or offensive.”[42] In the context of commercial sex, what will 

count at “soliciting” or “inciting” sexual conduct? Will it be because she agreed to do 

acts x, y, and z, she will have been found to “inciting” the acts she finds 

objectionable, refuses, or declares unwelcome? In other words, suppose she does 

agree to oral sex, vaginal sex, but refuses anal sex. Suppose the client then 

demands anal sex and conditions payment upon agreement. Suppose she 

complies—she views the overture and the act as unwelcome, it was in fact a 

condition of employment (payment), whether it was voluntary is immaterial to whether 

she was sexually harassed. She was. But why should we exempt the first acts, the 

prior agreed upon acts, from sexual harassment? They were unwelcome in the sense 

that they were done for the money—and not for reciprocal sexual enjoyment—and 

they were a condition of getting the money (the employment). Submitting to 

unwelcome sexual acts as a condition of employment—getting paid for sex—is 

sexual harassment; submitting to sexual harassment is the job. 

Moreover, there are legal grounds for thinking that the fact that she works in the sex 

industry and may have welcomed some acts but not others is irrelevant to whether 

some specific act was unwelcomed and so harassment. Legally, the fact that 

someone works in the sex industry is irrelevant as to whether any specific act of 

harassment was unwelcome. So, we can imagine an attempted defense along the 

lines that “well, she works as a prostitute. So, the behavior in question could not have 

been unwelcomed.” However, “any past conduct of the charging party that is offered 

to show “welcomeness” must relate to the alleged harasser.” In other words, the only 

past conduct of the charging party that is relevant is conduct related to the specific 

individual alleged to have harassed her. 
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The EEOC acknowledges “A more difficult situation occurs when an employee first 

willingly participates in conduct of a sexual nature but then ceases to participate and 

claims that any continued sexual conduct has created a hostile work environment. 

Here the employee has the burden of showing that any further sexual conduct is 

unwelcome, work-related harassment. The employee must clearly notify the alleged 

harasser that his conduct is no longer welcome.If the conduct still continues, her 

failure to bring the matter to the attention of higher management or the EEOC is 

evidence, though not dispositive, that any continued conduct is, in fact, welcome or 

unrelated to work… In any case, however, her refusal to submit to the sexual conduct 

cannot be the basis for denying her an employment benefit or opportunity; that would 

constituted a “quid pro quo” violation.”[43]   Assume for the moment that in the 

context of “sex work” agreeing to accept money for specific sex acts constitutes 

welcomeness—insofar as doing so can be understood to “solicit” or “incite” the 

agreed to acts. Under this assumption, the employee has the burden of showing that 

any further—unwelcome acts—are, in fact, unwelcome. Moreover, the employee 

must clearly notify the harasser that the conduct is unwelcome, and notify 

management. If we adopt the language of some of those who defend legalization, 

and see sex workers as “consumer service agents” engaged in “customer relations,” 

how realistic is it to think that the sex worker is going to be in a position to make 

meaningful refusals?, to notify the customer that is conduct is unwelcome?, to report 

to management continued harassment? We know that economic survival is the 

reason that people do this “work.” We also know that in work environments that aren’t 

sexual, sexual harassment is underreported due to fear of sanction or loss of job. 

Moreover, what possible sense can it make to say that “refusal to submit to the 

sexual conduct cannot be a basis for denying her an employment benefit or 

opportunity” when sex is the condition of employment? 

Consider further that Courts have found the presence of “pornographic magazines.” 

“vulgar sexual comments” “sexually oriented pictures in a company- sponsored movie 

and slide presentation,” “sexually oriented pictures and calendars in the workplace,” 

all relevant to hostile work environment claims.[44] In Barbetta, “the court held that 

the proliferation of pornography and demeaning comments, if sufficiently continuous 

and pervasive “may be found to create an atmosphere in which women are viewed 

as men’s sexual playthings rather than as their equal coworkers.”[45] How could such 

a ruling have effect in a brothel: where pornography is used as an accompaniment to 

sex? Where “vulgar sexual comments” are the eroticized language of clients? Where 

sex is the job? 
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Of course, these rulings and regulations are premised upon the fact that sex isn’t the 

job itself. If the sex is the job, what sense can we make of the claim that treating 

(unwelcome) sex as a condition of employment is an instance of sexual harassment, 

and so sex inequality?   Legalizing prostitution is not compatible with the legal 

recognition of sexual harassment as a form of sex inequality. And, supposing 

advocates argue for a carve out, an exception, for this form of “work,” what message 

does that convey? Some women are deserving of protection from, or legal recourse 

in the event of, unwanted sexual harassment while some women are not? And those 

that aren’t are the least advantaged of all “workers”? This reeks of the all to common 

view that women that prostitute themselves are whores by nature and deserve 

whatever they get. 

Civil Rights 

Although those advocating for legalization (or decriminalization) often frame their 

arguments in terms of the civil or human rights of “sex workers,” once sex is a 

regulated commercial activity the civil rights of the “clients” are legally enforceable. 

Businesses may not refuse service to a person on the basis of race, color, national 

origin/ancestry, sex/gender, religion/creed and disability (physical and mental), as a 

matter of Federal Law. Some U.S. states have further legislation prohibiting 

discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation, gender identity and expression. 

What this means is that businesses that provide “public accommodation” are not free 

to deny service to anyone who is a member of such a protected classes because 

they are member of the protected class.   To do so is to infringe upon the civil rights 

of the relevant person. So far, so good. But, how are we to understand this in the 

context of providing sex, as a commercial service, and so “public accommodation”? 

If sexual autonomy is to mean anything, it has to mean the right to refuse sex with 

anyone, at anytime, for any reason. We may think in one’s personal life refusing to 

entertain the possibility of dating or becoming sexually involved with someone solely 

on the basis of their race, religion or disability is an undesirable preference, 

especially if such preferences are rooted in prejudice or animus more broadly 

speaking. Nonetheless, everyone has the right to choose their sexual partners on 

whatever grounds they subjectively judge to be relevant, including the sex and 

gender of any potential partner. If someone thinks they absolutely don’t want to have 

sex with anyone over 65, it is absolutely their right to act (or refuse to act) on that 

preference. We are under no obligation to have sex with someone who might be 
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interested in sex with us. The right to refusal for any reason, whether an “admirable” 

reason, or not is absolute. 

However, where sex is a commercial activity, considered to be work just like any 

other form of work, its hard to see any rationale for defending the “rights of workers” 

to refuse service to someone based on their subjective preferences. Should “clients” 

have the right to sue brothels or particular women for “refusing service” based on 

their membership in a protected class? If this sounds absurd, consider the evidence 

New Zealand’s Prostitution Reform Act (PRA) offers: In a report following up on the 

PRA, five years after its passage, the Review Committee queries, among other 

things, the ability of “sex workers” to refuse sexual services to a particular client. 

They found that 60% of “sex workers” felt more able to refuse sex with a particular 

client than prior to the passage of the PRA, which, of course, means 40% did not feel 

more able to refuse sex with a particular client.[46]   In interviewing both brothel 

owners and “sex workers”, the Committee reports that although “workers” have “right” 

to refuse a particular client both “workers” and owners held that refusal was 

acceptable “only with a good reason.” One brothel owner is quoted as saying, “We 

won’t allow nationality to be the reason—they [the women selling sex] don’t have a 

right to discriminate.”[47] 

Hence, where sex is a “job like any other,” a regulated commercial exchange, the 

“providers” are cannot be legally free to refuse clients in protected classes on 

grounds of their membership in the protected class. Refusing to have sex with 

anyone over 65 is age discrimination, where sex is a job like any other. Similarly, 

refusing to have sex with someone because of their sex (or gender or transgender 

status, where protected) is also potentially a civil rights violation of the client.   This 

argument, more than any other, I think exposes the fault lines of the “sex work is 

work like any other form of work” argument. Refusing sex is not like refusing to serve 

someone dinner, do their nails, cut their hair, or other forms of “personal service.”   

Refusing to give someone a manicure on grounds of their race, age, sex, etc. is a 

gross refusal to treat them as an equal person. It is, in fact, to treat them unequally 

and to deny their basic civil rights. Refusing to have sex with someone, on any 

grounds, is simply not parallel. Refusing to have sex with someone does not make 

them unequal, civilly or otherwise. 

Beyond the arguments I have presented here there are further questions raised by a 

system of legalization. Where it is legal to include sex as a condition of employment 
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(in sex work), other types of job descriptions may be redefined to include sex. How 

will we draw the line? Or is sex potentially legitimate part of any job description? 

Where welfare or unemployment benefits require recipients to accept available work, 

will sex work be required of people (women) in lieu of public assistance? Under 

current contract law, failure to perform agreed upon services is a violation of the 

terms of the contract and may demand compensation or penalties for the party 

refusing to fulfill the contract: will this extend to “sex work” contracts?[48] Simply 

extending the regulations that currently cover employment law, contracts, and other 

public benefits to “sex work” reveals the implausibility of the slogan “its work just like 

any other form of work.” 

 

One of the primary motivations for the legalization argument is the desire to reduce 

harm among persons in prostitution, although as noted above many of the harms 

associated with the selling of sex will not be removed or reduced with legalization, 

and some, indeed may be exacerbated. However, the harms associated with the 

criminalization of the selling of sex—arrest, incarceration, inability to report the crimes 

of rape, assault, and other forms of violence—need to be addressed. Even worse, 

under systems of criminalization of the selling of sex, vulnerable persons (largely, 

women) are made more vulnerable to assault and coercion into sex by police officers, 

the very people charged with “protecting” them against such abuses.[49] The answer 

to these harms is not legalization. Rather, it is the full decriminalization of the selling 

of sex. However, a commitment to sex equality, to the full social, civil, and political 

equality of prostituted persons does not entail providing buyers full, unfettered legal 

access through a system of legalization. The buyers—the demand—fuel the system 

of inequality that keeps prostitution flourishing. Criminalization of the buying of sex is 

an essential element of addressing the harms of prostitution, and the harm that is 

prostitution.   We need the kind of Copernican Revolution the Nordic Model 

embodies. 

Lori Watson is Associate Professor of Philosophy and Director of Women’s and 

Gender Studies at the University of San Diego. She works at the intersection of 

political philosophy, philosophy of law, and feminist theory. She is currently writing a 

monograph with Dr. Christie Hartley tentatively titled Feminist Political Liberalism. 
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[1] For a history of the “Sex Worker” movement, see: Chateauvert, Melinda. Sex 

Workers Unite: A History of the Movement from Stonewall to SlutWalk (Boston, MA: 
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Beacon Press, 2013). For an example of arguments in favor of legalization, see: 

Weitzer, Ronald. Legalizing Prostitution: From Illicit Vice to Lawful Business (New 

York: New York University Press, 2012). 

[2] See, for example, Nussbaum, Martha. “‘Whether from Reason or Prejudice’: 

Taking Money for Bodily Services,” in Prostitution and Pornography: Philosophical 

Debate about the Sex Industry(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2006), edited 

by Jessica Spector, pp. 175-208. 

[3] Men, boys, and transgendered persons also sell sex for money. However, I refer 

to women throughout the text when I refer to the sellers of sex. I do this because, 

overwhelmingly, the persons who sell sex are women or girls. The fact that women 

are the overwhelming sellers, and men are the vast majority of buyers is relevant to 

discussing prostitution its harms and who would benefit from legalization. Moreover, it 

makes clear that it is a socially gender institution, which is crucial to an accurate 

engagement with the issues at stake. 

[4] Weitzer (2012). 

[5] Various groups such as C.O.Y.O.T.E (Call Off Your Old Tired Ethics) make this 

claim, see Sex Workers Unite for discussion. Weitzer also makes this argument of 

some women in prostitution. For example in a table defining “Selected Types of 

Prostitution” he classifies “Independent Call Girl/Escort” as having “None” under the 

category of “Exploitation by Third Parties” (Table 1.1, p. 17). And, later in discussing 

the benefits of prostitution, he cites job satisfaction higher among indoor workers 

including the benefits of “feeling ‘sexy,’ “beautiful,” and “powerful” (Legalizing 

Prostitution, p. 29). 

[6] The best examples of these claims can be found in theOccupational Health and 

Safety Handbook published by St. James Infirmary (edited by Naomi Akers and 

Cathryn Evans, 2013, 3rd edition). St. James Infirmary “is an Occupational Saftey & 

Health Clinic for Sex Workers founded by activists from COYOTE (Call Off Your Old 

Tired Ethics) and the Exotic Dancers Alliance in collaboration with the STD 

Prevention and Control Section of the San Francisco Department of Public Health.” 

They are a private, non-profit. The entire handbook has been archived 

at http://perma.cc/02CetqGsJMU?type=live. 

[7] This was part of the argument relied on in Bedford v. Canada(2013), the 

Canadian Supreme Court Case in which the Court struck down the avails and bawdy 

house provisions of the Canadian criminal code (provisions which made it illegal to 

live off the avails of prostitution of another person and to maintain a bawdy house or 

http://perma.cc/02CetqGsJMU?type=live
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place of prostitution, respectively). For a thorough analysis of the Bedford case, see: 

Waltman, Max. “Assessing Evidence, Arguments, and Inequality in Bedford v. 

Canada,” Harvard Journal of Law & Gender, Summer 2014, Vol. 37, pp. 459-544, 

available online at http://harvardjlg.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/Waltman.pdf. 

[8] A variety of sources confirm this, across a range of perspectives on whether 

prostitution should be legalized, decriminalized, or criminalized in some form. See for 

example: A study conducted by the Policy Department on Citizen’s Rights and 

Constitutional Affairs for the European Parliament titled, “Sexual Exploitation and 

Prostitution and its impact on gender equality,” completed in January 2014, available 

on line 

athttp://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/etudes/join/2014/493040/IPOL-

FEMM_ET(2014)493040_EN.pdf; see also, “Behind Closed Doors,” a report by the 

Sex Workers Rights Project, available 

athttp://sexworkersproject.org/downloads/BehindClosedDoors.pdf, citing “financial 

vulnerability” and “economic deprivation” as the overwhelming reason for entry into 

prostitution in a study of “indoor” sex work in New York City; see also, “Shifting the 

Burden: Inquiry to assess the operation of the current legal settlement on prostitution 

in England and Wales,” a March 2014 report prepared by an All-Party Parliament 

Group on Prostitution and the Global Sex Trade, available 

athttp://appgprostitution.files.wordpress.com/2014/04/shifting-the-burden1.pdf, citing 

“poverty” as the primary reason for entry into prostitution for 74% of indoor workers. 

Other routes into prostitution cited by the report include: experience of sexual abuse 

as a child, drugs and alcohol abuse, being in the foster care system as a female 

child; they conclude “More often than not, prostitution is entered out of desperation 

arising from a number of situation-specific factors.” 

[9] The FBI reports the average age of entry for girls into prostitution (in the U.S.) at 

between 13-14, see:http://www.fbi.gov/stats-services/publications/law-enforcement-

bulletin/march_2011/human_sex_trafficking; see also, “Myths and Facts about 

Trafficking for Legal and Illegal Prostitution” (March 

2009)http://www.prostitutionresearch.com/pdfs/Myths%20&%20Facts%20Legal%20&

%20Illegal%20Prostitution%203-09.pdf 

[10] Melissa Farley’s extensive study of prostitution across nine countries, reports 

that 89% of those women in prostitution interviewed for the study “wanted to escape 

prostitution but did not have other means for survival.” See: Farley, et al. “Prostitution 

and Trafficking in Nine Countries: An Update on Violence and Posttraumatic Stress 

Disorder,” available at 

http://www.prostitutionresearch.com/pdf/Prostitutionin9Countries.pdf 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/etudes/join/2014/493040/IPOL-FEMM_ET(2014)493040_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/etudes/join/2014/493040/IPOL-FEMM_ET(2014)493040_EN.pdf
http://sexworkersproject.org/downloads/BehindClosedDoors.pdf
http://appgprostitution.files.wordpress.com/2014/04/shifting-the-burden1.pdf
http://www.fbi.gov/stats-services/publications/law-enforcement-bulletin/march_2011/human_sex_trafficking
http://www.fbi.gov/stats-services/publications/law-enforcement-bulletin/march_2011/human_sex_trafficking
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[11] See: MacKinnon, Catharine A. “Trafficking, Prostitution, and Inequality,” Harvard 

Civil Rights-Civil Liberties Law Review, 2011, Vol. 46, No. 2, pp. 271-293, available 

at http://harvardcrcl.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/08/MacKinnon.pdf 

[12] See, Waltman. See also, Behind Closed Doors: An Analysis of Indoor Sex Work 

in New York City, published by Sex Workers Project at the Urban Justice Center 

(2005), available at http://sexworkersproject.org/downloads/BehindClosedDoors.pdf 

[13] See, Waltman and MacKinnon (2011). See also, Moran, Rachel. Paid For: My 

Journey Through Prostitution (Dublin: Gil & Macmillan, 2013). 

[14] As one example, see Moran, Paid For (2013). 

[15] According the National Bureau of Labor Statistics report on fatal job injuries in 

2011, fishers and logging are the most dangerous jobs in the U.S. (as measured by 

fatalities). “In 2011, the fatal injury rates of fishers (127.3) and loggers (104.0) were 

approximately 25 times higher than the national fatal occupational injury rate of 3.5 

per 100,000 full-time equivalent workers. Pilots, farmers, roofers, and drivers/sales 

workers and truck drivers also had fatal injury rates that exceeded the all-worker rate 

of 3.5 fatal occupational injuries per 100,000 full-time equivalent workers.” 

See:http://www.bls.gov/opub/btn/volume-2/death-on-the-job-fatal-work-injuries-in-

2011.htm. By contrast, the death rate of women in prostitution is 40 times higher than 

women not in prostitution. In a study of women in prostitution in Colorado, 

researchers calculated a crude morality rate of 391 per 100,000 and a homicide rate 

among active “prostitutes” as 229 per 100,000. See, “Morality in a Long-Term Open 

Cohort of Prostitute Women,” American Journal of Epidemiology (2004), Vol. 159, no. 

8, pp. 778-785. Based on this study, the death rate of women in prostitution is just 

over 3 times higher than that of fishers, and nearly 4 times higher than loggers, the 

two most dangerous jobs in the U.S. 

[16] Increasingly States and International Bodies are considering or advocating for 

the Nordic Model, which recognizes that the criminalization of the selling of sex 

harms women, and other prostituted persons, and so decriminalizes the selling of sex 

while continuing to criminalize the buying of sex. Norway, Sweden, Iceland all have 

adopted this model of legislation. France’s parliament recently voted affirmatively in 

favor the Nordic Model, as did the European Parliament. It is currently being 

considered in the U.K. as well as Canada. In Germany, trauma experts are 

organizing against the current system of decriminalization and advocating for the 

Nordic model as well claiming: “Prostitution is in no way a job like any other. It is 

degrading, torturous, exploitive. On the side of the prostituted, there is a lot of horror 

and disgust at play, which they have to repress in order to get through it at all.” So 

says Michaela Huber, psychologist and head of the German Society for Trauma and 

http://www.bls.gov/opub/btn/volume-2/death-on-the-job-fatal-work-injuries-in-2011.htm
http://www.bls.gov/opub/btn/volume-2/death-on-the-job-fatal-work-injuries-in-2011.htm
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Dissociation. See:http://www.emma.de/artikel/traumatherapeutinnen-gegen-

prostitution-317787, see the English translation here: 

http://www.sabinabecker.com/2014/09/german-psychologists-and-the-scientific-case-

against-prostitution.html 

[17] Persons, women, in prostitution are not a monolithic group. The more inequality 

persons, women, face generally with regard to race, national origin, age, ability, 

economic status the more unequal they are within systems of prostitution. To the 

extend that legalization would benefit anyone currently in prostitution, it would benefit 

the most well-off, the women with the most choice, the most safety, and the most 

freedom within. Just like any other industry regulated by a capitalist market, there will 

be (and are) tiers of employment–hierarchies within the industry. There is no reason 

to think that legalization will equalize the hierarchies within the sex industry anymore 

than in any other industry. 

[18] See for example: MacKinnon (2011). 

[19] “Other Potentially Infectious Materials means (1) The following human body 

fluids: semen, vaginal secretions, cerebrospinal fluid, synovial fluid, pleural fluid, 

pericardial fluid, peritoneal fluid, amniotic fluid, saliva in dental procedures, any body 

fluid that is visibly contaminated with blood, and all body fluids in situations where it is 

difficult or impossible to differentiate between body fluids; (2) Any unfixed tissue or 

organ (other than intact skin) from a human (living or dead); and (3) HIV-containing 

cell or tissue cultures, organ cultures, and HIV- or HBV-containing culture medium or 

other solutions; and blood, organs, or other tissues from experimental animals 

infected with HIV or HBV.” See: Occupational Safety and Health Standards, Code of 

Federal Regulations, Standards, Part 1910, Toxic and Hazardous Substances, Blood 

Borne Pathogens, (hereinafter, OSHA regulations) available on line at, 

https://www.osha.gov/pls/oshaweb/owadisp.show_document?p_table=STANDARDS

&p_id=10051 

[20]OSHA regulations, 

https://www.osha.gov/pls/oshaweb/owadisp.show_document?p_table=STANDARDS

&p_id=10051 

[21] Ibid. 

[22] Ibid. 

http://www.emma.de/artikel/traumatherapeutinnen-gegen-prostitution-317787
http://www.emma.de/artikel/traumatherapeutinnen-gegen-prostitution-317787
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[23] See, http://www.cdc.gov/hiv/topics/treatment/PIC/pdf/chart.pdf 

[24] See, http://www.cdc.gov/hiv/topics/treatment/PIC/pdf/chart.pdf 

[25] See, http://www.cdc.gov/condomeffectiveness/brief.html 

[26] “Throughout the world, study after study documents that about half of all johns 

request or insist that condoms are not used when they buy sex. Many factors militate 

against condom use: the need of women to make money; older women’s decline in 

attractiveness to men; competition from places that do not require condoms; pimp 

pressure on women to have sex with no condom for more money; money needed for 

a drug habit or to pay off the pimp; and the general lack of control that prostituted 

women have over their bodies in prostitution venues. Even though sex businesses 

had rules that required men to wear condoms, men nonetheless attempted to have 

sex without condoms. According to an economic analysis of condom use in India, 

when extremely poor women used condoms, they were paid 66%-79% less by 

johns.” 

See:http://www.prostitutionresearch.com/pdfs/Myths%20&%20Facts%20Legal%20&

%20Illegal%20Prostitution%203-09.pdf 

[27] In a Special Report “Thematic Report: Sex Workers. Monitoring implementation 

of the Dublin Declaration on Partnership to Fight HIV/AIDS in Europe, Central Asia” 

prepared by … reports, “Overall, condom use by female sex workers with clients is 

relatively high. Reported data suggest that condom use may be lower among male 

sex workers than among female sex workers but it is difficult to draw firm conclusions 

as relatively few countries reported data on condom use by male sex workers and 

sample sizes were generally not representative. Reported data do not provide any 

information about use of condoms by other sub-groups of sex workers, such as 

migrant sex workers.http://www.ecdc.europa.eu/en/publications/Publications/dublin-

declaration-sex-workers.pdf 

  

[28] St. James Infirmary recommends the use of “dental dams or plastic wrap for both 

oral-vaginal and oral-anal activity.”Occupational Health and Safety Handbook, p. 18. 

However, this recommendation is insufficient to meet current OSHA regulations. 

http://www.prostitutionresearch.com/pdfs/Myths%20&%20Facts%20Legal%20&%20Illegal%20Prostitution%203-09.pdf
http://www.prostitutionresearch.com/pdfs/Myths%20&%20Facts%20Legal%20&%20Illegal%20Prostitution%203-09.pdf
http://www.ecdc.europa.eu/en/publications/Publications/dublin-declaration-sex-workers.pdf
http://www.ecdc.europa.eu/en/publications/Publications/dublin-declaration-sex-workers.pdf
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[29]St. James Infirmary, Occupational Health and Safety Handbook, p. 18. 

[30] Ibid. p. 13. 

[31] OSHA regulations, 

https://www.osha.gov/pls/oshaweb/owadisp.show_document?p_table=STANDARDS

&p_id=10051 

[32] 

http://www.dir.ca.gov/dosh/DoshReg/comments/STD%20and%20HIV%20Disease%2

0and%20Health%20Risks%20Los%20Angeles%20County%20DPH.pdf 

[33] OSHA Regulations: “Use. The employer shall ensure that the employee uses 

appropriate personal protective equipment unless the employer shows that the 

employee temporarily and briefly declined to use personal protective equipment 

when, under rare and extraordinary circumstances, it was the employee’s 

professional judgment that in the specific instance its use would have prevented the 

delivery of health care or public safety services or would have posed an increased 

hazard to the safety of the worker or co-worker. When the employee makes this 

judgment, the circumstances shall be investigated and documented in order to 

determine whether changes can be instituted to prevent such occurrences in the 

future. OSHA regulations, 

https://www.osha.gov/pls/oshaweb/owadisp.show_document?p_table=STANDARDS

&p_id=10051 

[34] St. James Infirmary, Occupational Health and Safety Handbook, pp. 21-30. 

[35] OSHA regulations, 

https://www.osha.gov/pls/oshaweb/owadisp.show_document?p_table=STANDARDS

&p_id=10051 

[36] See: Waltman (2013); Farley, Melissa. Prostitution and Trafficking in Nevada 

Making the Connections (San Francisco, CA: Prostitution Research & Education, 

2007); Malarek, Victor. The Johns: Sex for Sale and The Men Who Buy It (New York: 

Arcade, 2009), esp. p. 232, where he writes: “The WHO failed to understand that the 

very request to wear a condom can get a woman beaten or even killed.” 

[37] http://www.latimes.com/opinion/editorials/la-ed-condoms-porn-20140810-

story.html 
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[38] http://www.eeoc.gov/policy/docs/currentissues.html 

[39] Ibid. 

[40] Ibid. 

[41] http://www.eeoc.gov/policy/docs/currentissues.html 

[42] Henson v. City of Dundee, 682 F.2d at 903 

[43] http://www.eeoc.gov/policy/docs/currentissues.html 

[44] Ibid. 

[45] Ibid. 

[46]http://www.justice.govt.nz/policy/commercial-property-and-

regulatory/prostitution/prostitution-law-review-committee/publications/plrc-

report/documents/report.pdf, p. 45. 

[47] Ibid. 

[48] For a thorough development and analysis of these questions, see: Anderson, 

Scott, Prostitution and Sexual Autonomy,” inProstitution and Pornography, ed. 

Spector (cf. fn. 2). 

[49] See, “Behind Closed Doors,” available at 

http://sexworkersproject.org/downloads/BehindClosedDoors.pdf 

http://logosjournal.com/2014/watson/ 
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Selling Sexual Services: A Socialist Feminist Perspective 

by Johanna Brenner 

INTRODUCTION 

The current debate about sex work among feminists generates more heat than light. 

Accusations of bad faith fly back and forth across the two sides, research findings are 

mobilized to undercut the other side even when the research itself is limited by its 

methods and scope, different sex worker voices are authorized by each side as either 

genuine or manipulated, depending on whose position those voices seem to 

support.   Feminists who want to defend sex workers’ right to sell sexual services 

argue that it is not so different from much other highly gendered service work. I 

appreciate that this moves prostitution from the lurid and sensationalized to the daily 

grind of everyday labor.[2] However, in justifying this move, proponents tend to 

downplay the particularly risky and dangerous aspects of the work. And they ignore 

or reject the feminist argument that prostitution is an extreme expression of sexism. 

On the other hand, feminists who argue that selling sexual services is inherently 

harmful and should be eliminated downplay the resilience and survival skills of 

prostitutes who may not regard their jobs as uniquely difficult or dangerous or who 

take pride in their capacity to successfully negotiate these risks. 

Over the past decade or so, the stakes in this debate have been substantially raised 

by efforts to legislate sex work in the name of feminist goals. On one side, are 

feminists who support the Nordic model in which the law criminalizes buyers but not 

sellers of sexual services and outlaws any “third parties” from profiting, and who 

approve the expansion of anti-sex trafficking laws. On the other side are feminists 

who call for decriminalization (and regulation) of sex work and who believe that anti-

sex trafficking laws are overly broad, penalizing rather than protecting women who 

migrate to do sex work. 

Once a political battle is joined, the pressures are enormous to over-simplify an issue 

in order to “win” the fight. I do not want to take a “removed” position as if I stand 

above the fray. Yet, I think it has not served feminism well that each side in this 

debate approaches a topic as multi-varied (especially as a global phenomenon), 

complex, and difficult to research (because of its clandestine nature) as prostitution 

with such unjustified certainty. I also think it is a mistake to pose the question of sex 

work in an either/or way, e.g., is sex work oppressive or empowering? 

I find myself torn between very counter-posed descriptions of prostitution, all of which 

seem accurate. There is a huge range within the work of selling sexual services and 
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wide differences in the experience of sex workers depending on the locations, 

organizations, and conditions within which the work is done. This is a class and race-

stratified business as well.   In the (relatively small) “middle class” sector of the U.S. 

industry, white women, 90% with some college education, make $500 an hour and 

more working independently as escorts. Women of color are over-represented in 

street work, doing clients in cars or motel rooms. Eastern European women migrate 

to work in massage parlors, brothels, and clubs in the west, Filipina women go to 

Japan, teenage girls from rural India are trafficked to Kolkata brothels. Migrant 

women who are not directly coerced rely on both legal and underground networks to 

travel and once at work experience varying degrees of exploitation and coercion, 

from overwork and wage theft to virtual enslavement. I try to take this variation into 

account, but in a limited fashion, given space constraints. 

 

I have always been a “social constructionist” when it comes to understanding 

sexuality and so I am generally uncomfortable with universal statements about how 

women experience our bodies and sexual selves. Yet, I do wonder if, given the 

conditions under which most prostitutes work, including intense stigmatization, 

economic exploitation, as well as criminalization, selling sexual services does not 

pose serious risks to their physical and mental health—risks that are higher than 

much feminized service work (which is certainly not risk free). 

As a socialist-feminist, I am opposed to the increasing intrusion of commodification 

into every area of human experience, including into sexual relations. Yet, I also 

understand the dangers for feminists of drawing on categorical dualisms–private vs. 

public, family vs. market, the natural vs. the manufactured—that have been 

fundamental to patriarchal constructions of femininity and to women’s oppression. 

I am drawn to the feminist argument that there is something inherently sexist in men’s 

wish to and ability to purchase sexual gratification—whether the upscale date with an 

escort or the quick blow job in a parked car.   However, I also struggle with how to 

take that critique into social policy or law without reproducing the stigmatization of 

people who sell sexual services. 

In this essay, I try to sort through the various claims about the work of selling sexual 

services. Next, I examine the arguments and data with regard to different legal 

regimes, concluding that it is difficult, on the basis of existing evidence, to sort out 

their costs and benefits. Nonetheless, I conclude supporting decriminalization and 
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regulation of the business, because I think that it offers greater possibilities for 

workers to self-organize. Even under conditions of criminalization, sex workers in 

countries as diverse as India and New Zealand have built impressive grass-roots 

based organizations. Decriminalization ought to make this easier. 

However, decriminalization (or any legal regime) is extremely limited in what it can 

accomplish, since it does not touch the forces that create the demand for and the 

supply of labor in this industry. Contemporary prostitution is linked to global neo-

liberal capitalism and the patriarchal social, cultural, and political arrangements 

imbricated within it. It is important, therefore, that feminists who care about prostitutes 

join the struggles of women across the globe fighting for land reform, for changes in 

family law, for labor rights, for an end to austerity, to raise their wages, to gain 

recognition for the value of their caring labor, to end their poverty. 

IS PROSTITUTION JUST LIKE OTHER SERVICE WORK?[3] 

The claim that prostitution is uniquely difficult and dangerous revolves around three 

ideas. First, that although much service work requires workers to use their body or 

their emotions or both to meet the needs of customers (or patients, or children, or 

elders), prostitution involves a level of bodily intrusion by the client that is unique and 

inherently harmful.   Second, that workers experience high levels of violence, 

extensive damage to their health, and emotional trauma. Third, that precisely 

because it is such awful work, no one would voluntarily choose to do it.   The 

corollary being that prostitutes are almost always coerced (or tricked or seduced) into 

the work and are held there by others.[4] 

Gathering credible evidence to support or refute such claims is difficult as so much of 

the work is clandestine. Some, probably not insignificant numbers of prostitutes, work 

in slavery-like conditions and they are especially difficult to find or study. Prostitutes 

who are willing to be interviewed may be those who have the best conditions and are 

least afraid to talk with a researcher. “ Knowledgable” informants (e.g. police, social 

and health workers, NGO’s, sex workers) often have their own agendas and very 

partial information, leading to very different assessments on any issue about sex 

work[5]   While I see no reason to deny that selling sexual services exposes workers 

to risks of physical violence, damage to their health and emotional distress well 

beyond the risks of most feminized service work, I think that the conditions under 

which it is done can either heighten or minimize these risks. 
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Coercion or Choice? 

All sides of this debate agree that direct coercion (by pimps, brothel owners, 

traffickers) is wrong and support outlawing it.[6] Differences revolve around the 

question of choice. Some prostitutes have no real alternatives due to drug addiction, 

their age, or extreme discrimination in the legitimate economy (e.g. transgender 

people). But for many, the benefits of prostitution outweigh the risks, given the very 

limited choices available to them in gendered capitalist labor markets. It is not 

primarily the dramatic coercion of seduction and imprisonment, but the dull 

compulsion of the market that drives women into this work—work that often pays 

more and has more flexible hours than other jobs available. (For more in depth 

analysis of the question of choice and work in capitalism, see Nancy Holmstrom’s 

essay in this issue.) 

Those who argue that prostitution is work point out that we rarely question whether a 

woman really “chooses” to be a restaurant server or a nurses’ aide. Why so for 

prostitutes? I take this point. Yet, I would then ask, is giving a blow job really no 

different than serving a piece of pie? Or changing diapers in a nursing home? This is 

the question to which I now turn. 

Risks to Emotional Health 

It is difficult, but necessary, to recognize our complicated and culturally shaped 

feelings about sexuality, intimacy, and bodies in this discussion. The meanings given 

to bodily boundaries and sexual exchanges vary within human cultures. In the social 

location of most of the protagonists in the feminist debate (and in many contemporary 

societies) our bodily boundaries are constructed as an inviolable locus of 

personhood.   Further, body parts most closely associated with sexual arousal are 

central to the psychological sense of a private self. Many feminized service workers 

have intimate contact with other people’s bodies and with the “dirty” sides of life. Yet, 

their own bodily boundaries generally remain intact. Not so in prostitution. Here, 

“intimate” parts are used in the service of someone else’s pleasure, and not one’s 

own. This poses real psychological risks—of alienation from one’s own desire, of 

dissociation from one’s body, of dulling down of feeling, depression, and so forth. 

Prostitutes use a range of strategies to protect themselves from these emotional 

risks.   One is to redefine body parts and sexual activities as those which are “kept” 

for oneself and one’s intimate partners and those which are used for work—for 

example, not allowing kissing or a client to perform oral sex. In several studies, 
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condoms were markers of the boundary between sex at work and sex for pleasure, 

when prostitutes insisted on condoms with clients but not with their intimate 

partners.[7] 

In much of prostitution, a worker is required to do more than make her body available 

for use. Melissa Gira Grant argues that sex work is a performance.[8] But what 

gendered fantasies are being performed and what do women risk when performing 

them? 

The skill of the act centers on the pretense of desire. I would extend Susan Bordo’s 

analysis of women in pornography to prostitution. “In pornography women are 

subjects, but subjects whose agency expresses itself only as a desire to please the 

projected male viewer…There is a mind inside the pornographic female body, but it 

communicates only a limited range of nonthreatening desires, and therefore it exists 

as a truncated self.”[9] 

The core fantasy enacted in prostitution expresses the insistent masculine narcissism 

of culturally authorized sexual scripts. Men who purchase sexual services are 

generally similar to men who do not—they are not necessarily more lonely, less 

attractive, less sexually confident, unmarried, although some are.[10] In purchasing 

sexual services they are expressing broader patriarchal constructions of sexuality 

that authorize masculine entitlement to sexual pleasure/release from women and to 

women’s affirmation of their masculine potency.[11] 

Outside of the most limited encounter, in prostitution the simulation of pleasure is 

central. Several studies of prostitution as work draw on Arlie Hochschild’s analysis of 

service work inThe Managed Heart. Hochschild argues that acting in accordance with 

“feeling rules,” is a part of human relating. We may draw on a repertoire of past 

experiences of feeling in order to express emotions that we wish to feel.   In this 

sense, we “manage” our emotions.[12] 

 

But just as Marx argued that alienated labor is not about the doing in itself but the 

context of power relations within which one acts, Hochschild argues that once 

emotions become directed by an external power—by management—then the worker 

is in danger of becoming estranged from her self. This is not a matter of counter-

posing some sort of “essential” or “authentic” self to the self that is produced in the 

course of work. It is rather to ask the question whether or not the demands of 
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emotion management in certain jobs and certain work settings interfere with an 

individual’s capacity to manage her feelings in her own interests and for her own 

ends when she is not at work.[13] 

Hochschild studied non-unionized flight attendants working for a southern-based 

airline. This, she says, allowed her to focus on a sector of the occupation where the 

demands for emotion management would be greatest. With the spread of feminism, 

speed-up in the industry, and unionization, the flight attendant role has changed. We 

don’t see “I’m Sara Fly me” ads for airlines any more. This sort of shift is simply not 

possible in prostitution. 

Hochschild developed the concepts of “surface acting” and “deep acting” to 

distinguish between jobs that require lesser or greater degrees of emotional 

investment in the performance of emotional labor, with ”deep acting” producing more 

destructive forms of estrangement. As Elizabeth Bernstein argues, in the post-

industrial arena of prostitution in global cities, the demands for “deep acting” are 

expanded when prostitutes compete to offer “bounded authenticity”—the sale of 

authentic emotional and physical connection.[14] Maintaining a clinical attitude and 

an emotional distance in the course of producing the “girlfriend experience” may be 

more rather than less emotionally draining. 

Finally, we have to consider the negative consequences of doing highly stigmatized 

work that is so psychologically demanding. Even beyond the anxieties produced by 

criminality, social stigma throws its shadow over prostitutes’ working lives. 

In any case, gauging the risks to prostitutes’ emotional health is difficult. It does seem 

that women engaged in street prostitution have worse mental health than women of 

their same age and background who are not prostitutes.   It is difficult to sort out the 

multiple reasons for this difference. Some research indicates that factors in their 

lives, often associated with their entry into sex work (e.g., drug use, childhood trauma 

of various kinds, early age of entry into prostitution), rather than the work itself 

explains the difference.[15] 

The evidence for indoor prostitution is mixed. (“Indoor” covers a range of locations, 

such as saunas and massage parlors, “call out” workers like escorts, women who 

work on their own or with others out of an apartment, and work in brothels which may 

be legal or illegal). A study in the Netherlands comparing workers in legalized indoor 
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venues to women health care workers, mainly nurses, and to people undergoing 

treatment for occupational “burnout” found that on two out of three measures, the 

nurses and prostitutes scored similarly and much lower than the treatment group. 

Prostitutes measured higher than nurses on one measure, “depersonalization” with 

regard to clients, which has been associated with burnout among nurses. Higher 

scores on “depersonalization” might be a healthy adjustment rather than a sign of 

burnout.[16] From Hochschild’s perspective, this distancing may be a form of surface 

acting that protects against the more pervasive loss of a sense of self. Yet, “there 

was no evidence of a relation between cynicism and positive health, such as high 

self-esteem and personal competence and low stress symptomatology.” The 

researcher concluded that depersonalization of clients may be a coping mechanism 

with the negative consequence of emotional exhaustion.[17] A small study of women 

done in New Zealand prior to decriminalization found that sex workers were not more 

likely to experience lower self-esteem or impaired social relationships than women in 

general.[18] 

On the other hand, one oft-cited cross-country study (Melissa Farley et. al.) 

uncovered extremely high levels of PTSD, as measured by a brief questionnaire. 

Although most of the study participants were street workers, in Mexico levels of 

PTSD were similarly high for both brothel and street workers.[19] In his defense of 

the Swedish law, Max Waltman references two studies, one based on interviews with 

mental health professionals treating former prostitutes and another of 46 former 

prostitutes in Korea (who were indoor workers) that also indicate high levels of PTSD 

among former prostitutes.[20] 

Risks of Physical/Sexual Violence 

Street workers, at least in Europe and North America, are in a different position from 

“indoor” workers. Many studies show that street prostitutes are more likely than 

indoor workers to experience violence from clients. Church et al found that in their 

sample of prostitutes in three British cities 50% of street workers and 26% of indoor 

workers had experienced client violence during the last six months.   In terms of their 

entire working lives, 47% of street prostitutes and 14% of indoor workers had been 

slapped, punched or kicked, 28% of street workers and 17% of indoor workers had 

experienced attempted vaginal rape, and 22% of street workers and 2% of indoor 

workers had been vaginally raped.[21] Since street workers are a minority (10-20 %), 

their experience cannot be used to characterize prostitution as a whole. Still, 

considering the levels of violence experienced by “indoor” workers, it is difficult to 
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identify a feminized service occupation where 17% of workers experienced attempted 

rape as part of their job. (Whether or not a high level of violence is a necessary part 

of prostitution is heavily debated. I discuss this in the last section of the article.) 

Health Risks-Physical Health 

After the AIDS epidemic, international bodies and national states have stepped up 

interventions to encourage condom use and it does seem that condom use in many, 

but by no means all, countries has substantially reduced the rate of infection among 

women selling sex.[22]  Still, the ability to use a condom depends on the woman’s 

negotiating power.[23] Since men are willing to pay a substantial bonus for sex 

without a condom, as research reported in The Economist showed, if women need 

the money, they may very well feel that they have little choice but to comply.[24] 

Some prostitutes have access to regular healthcare and can treat STIs and other 

health problems that are common in their work so that they do not become serious 

threats to their health. Worldwide, however, women of the working classes lack 

access to healthcare, and, given prostitutes’ greater exposure to infection and other 

ailments, this lack particularly decreases their physical well-being. 

FEMINIST INTERVENTIONS 

Contemporary prostitution is intimately tied to the profound economic inequalities of 

neo-liberal global capitalism, the expansion of the hospitality and tourist industries, 

the drive toward gentrification in global cities, austerity regimes, state responses to 

indebtedness through encouraging both sex tourism and female migration for 

remittances, etc. It is also tied to patriarchal constructions of masculine sexuality and 

the large and petty patriarchal powers that shape women’s experiences as 

daughters, mothers, wives and workers. 

These structural/political contexts limit what any particular social programs or legal 

regime can accomplish with regard to prostitution. Perhaps the most effective 

intervention would be to revolutionize the global capitalist economy by, for example, 

raising wages in general and women’s wages in particular and to provide affordable 

housing, affordable childcare, and other services that support solo parents, especially 

because so many prostitutes have children. While we fight to make these changes, 

we are nonetheless called upon to identify interventions that will maximize the 

benefits and minimize the harms of this business for the workers within it. 
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I focus here on two arenas for action: 1)providing social services and other programs 

in a non-judgmental way so that sex workers who want to leave have the opportunity 

to do so; 2)legal regulation. 

Social Programs 

Farley et. al, surveying 854 prostitutes in 9 countries, found that 89% want to quit.   It 

is difficult to know what this means, however.   Prostitutes in many countries make 

multiples of what they would earn in the other jobs available to them (jobs which by 

the way often expose them to sexual predation by employers and managers).[25] It 

seems quite plausible that many want to leave but would not unless for a job that 

paid at least somewhat equivalently and where conditions were better than those in 

the other jobs now available to them. Anti-trafficking programs that teach former 

prostitutes to use sewing machines, for instance, often fail to keep women from 

returning to selling sexual services. Some sex workers in the global south, like some 

in the global north, have no wish to leave their jobs.[26] 

All feminists might agree that regardless of the numbers of people who want to leave, 

there should be expansive, effective services which support prostitutes in a non-

judgmental fashion, build their trust, and meet their needs. Worldwide, HIV/AIDS 

prevention has led to “harm reduction” approaches to prostitution such as increasing 

condom use.   As Farley argues, harm reduction needs to be expanded to include 

services that help people leave the industry. 

Critics of anti-trafficking and rescue programs argue that it is not only 

counterproductive but incompatible with feminist values for social programs to 

narrowly focus on exit. As feminists, we should be aware of the relations of power 

between “provider” and “client” that, historically and today, course through many 

governmental and non-governmental projects addressed to the women of the 

working classes.[27] Services should be provided whether prostitutes wish to stay or 

to go. 

Best practices for helping prostitutes to exit include: recognize that exiting is not a 

one-time decision or event, provide housing (emergency accommodation, half-way 

houses, and long-term stabilized housing), alcohol and drug services, childcare, 

career counseling and job training (although many prostitutes mention that the higher 

wages and flexible hours of their current work make it difficult to leave for the other 

jobs available).[28] 
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Legal Interventions 

Legal regulation is incredibly complex.[29] Although debate about the rationality and 

effectiveness of laws is not limited to prostitution, claims about different legal regimes 

with regard to their impact on people selling sexual services are especially difficult to 

evaluate. Studies of clandestine activity are limited by who can be accessed and 

what they are willing to talk about. I disagree with those who argue that only 

“survivors” are free from constraint and are uniquely qualified to comment on the 

effects of different laws.[30]  On the other hand, given that enslavement and coercion 

are a part of this business, it has to be recognized that prostitutes who participate in 

research represent an unknown proportion all workers.[31] 

With regard to selling sexual services, there are roughly three models of legal 

regimes (with a fair amount of variation among them): criminalization, legalization, 

decriminalization.[32] While I am going to talk a bit about the evidence on 

legalization, I focus on two counter-posed legal regimes, both of which are attempting 

to drive legal reform with feminist values: Sweden’s legal regime, often termed the 

Nordic model, which criminalizes all aspects of prostitution except the selling of 

sexual services by an individual and New Zealand’s laws which have decriminalized 

all aspects of the business but have also, unlike most legalization regimes (e.g. 

Germany), instituted a system of regulation and enforcement that aims toward 

improving prostitutes’ conditions of work. 

 

Legalization 

The purpose of legalization is generally to protect social order (e.g. reduce the 

criminal element, get sex off the street) rather than sex workers.   Legalization can 

have perverse consequences. Legalization for some sex work, e.g. only in licensed 

brothels, or for some sex workers, e.g., only those with documents to work, can 

produce even worse conditions for others, e.g. those in unlicensed brothels, on the 

street, or immigrants. 

As one illustrative example, in Queensland, Australia, the size of licensed brothels is 

limited, they cannot offer escort services (outcalls) or serve alcohol. Advertising is 

restricted and controlled. As of 2010, only 25 brothels had been licensed in 

Queensland, a state with a population of four and a half million and a thriving tourist 

industry. Researchers estimated that only 10% of the business took place in licensed 

brothels and 75% in the outcall services sector. Individuals may legally do outcall, but 

they may not work with another sex worker or employ a receptionist. They may 
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employ a licensed security guard and (since 2009) can maximize their safety by 

making phone contact with another person before and after a job. Landlords can be 

prosecuted as “third parties to prostitution” when two or more workers are operating 

from the same premises.   This discourages collective arrangements among 

prostitutes through which they might share their earnings rather than being exploited 

by a boss. 

Because there are so few legal brothels, many prostitutes work in illegal brothels 

where they are more vulnerable. Legalized brothel managers do not have to provide 

particularly good working conditions because the supply of workers is so large.[33] It 

is not clear whether prostitutes as a whole are better or worse off in this kind of 

legalized regime. 

One of the arguments for legalization is that if prostitution becomes a job like any 

other, prostitutes will have access to the same range of benefits (e.g., health 

insurance and pensions at least in the EU!.) as other employees. However, most 

brothel workers are treated not as employees but as “contractors” who “rent” rooms 

from the brothel and pay fees for various services the brothel provides. They are 

therefore excluded from the benefits of regular employment status. It should come as 

no surprise to those of us who have tracked the rise in “irregular” and “precarious” 

employment throughout the global north, that this is often a fiction and their work is 

highly controlled and regulated by owners/managers little differently from normal 

employees.[34] It may well be that legalization of brothels improves 

the possibilities for workers to organize. But it may also be the case that giving 

brothel owners a legal monopoly undercuts the potential for collective power. Many 

feminists think it is particularly abhorrent for brothel owners (or pimps) to earn a living 

from women who sell sexual services. Whether or not it is possible effectively to 

outlaw this form of exploitation is the question raised by the Nordic model. 

 

Criminalizing the Client, the Pimp, and the Brothel Keeper 

The Nordic model has some attraction to feminists because it criminalizes the buyer 

but not the seller of sexual services. Passed in 1999, the Swedish law also 

criminalizes organized sex work of any kind (in brothels, saunas, escort services, 

etc.) by making it illegal for anyone except the prostitute herself to profit from her 

labor. The law is intended to shrink the demand for sexual services, to encourage 

prostitutes to exit the work, to empower prostitutes in relation to clients (for example, 

to report violence or theft by clients to the police), and to limit sex-trafficking. 
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There is no space here to enter into the hotly debated details of the effect of this 

law.[35] Overall, it is fair to say that the jury is out on whether or not the market for 

sexual services has shrunk substantially as a result. Street prostitution has 

decreased; however, the government’s own report could not say for certain that the 

law had reduced the total numbers of women in prostitution, because they did not 

know how much of the business had moved indoors, facilitated by the internet. There 

were no reliable studies of “indoor” workers previous to the law and thus it was not 

possible to judge. Various estimates were put forth. However, the report could only 

conclude that: “Altogether, this means that we can feel somewhat secure in the 

conclusion that prostitution as a whole has at least not increased in Sweden since 

1999.”[36] 

Another often cited proof of the effectiveness of the law are two surveys, one in 1996 

and one in 2008 that showed that since the passage of the law the number of men 

who said they bought sex had decreased by “close to one-half” (from 13.6% to 

8%).[37] Whether this reflects an actual decrease or reflects men not wanting to 

admit that they engaged in criminal activity or increasing shame produced by the law 

is unknown. Supporters of the law argue that societal support for gender equality is 

incompatible with the state authorizing men to purchase sexual services. It may be 

that the law has increased negative social attitudes toward men who pay for sex.[38] 

But on the downside, opponents of the law argue that whatever its benefits in 

changing social attitudes or shrinking the market, it has heightened the risks faced by 

prostitutes. In general, police target street workers, because policing indoor sex work 

is time consuming and expensive.(Another main reason is that street prostitution is 

more visible.) This is still the case in Sweden.[39] Although street workers cannot be 

arrested themselves, the police presence makes their jobs more difficult.   Opponents 

of the law argue that it has pushed clients to demand more secrecy, doing business 

in more secluded areas, giving prostitutes have less time to size a client up, making 

them even more vulnerable than previously. There is some evidence but no 

systematic research in Sweden to support this claim.[40] However, a study in 

Vancouver, B.C. that interviewed street based workers both before and after the 

Vancouver police shifted enforcement toward arresting clients instead of prostitutes 

found that targeting clients did not improve levels of violence experienced. Further, 

prostitutes reported that the new policy impeded their ability to negotiate with clients 

and elevated their risks for client condom refusal.[41] 
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Opponents of the law also argue that since clients are afraid to contract in public, this 

has opened the door to an increased role for “middlemen,” including pimps. On this 

point, I am aware of no reliable evidence showing either that the law has increased 

pimping or decreased it.[42] 

Proponents of the law argue that it will increase reporting to the police about robbery, 

sexual and physical assault by clients, since the prostitute can no longer be 

arrested.   There is no evidence that the law has increased reporting to the police in 

any government reports on the effect of the law available in English.[43] This would 

not be surprising. Prostitutes are reluctant to report instances of violence or theft, for 

a range of reasons, such as their own illegal drug use, fear of retaliation by clients, 

wish to preserve their anonymity because they are not “out” to their friends and 

family, skepticism about the legal process given that cases are difficult to prove and 

so the trouble of reporting is outweighed by the unlikelihood of redress. 

Opponents of the law argue that criminalizing third parties does not diminish the 

exploitation of prostitutes and increases their vulnerability to harm. Recognizing that 

brothels are not necessarily the best work environments, they argue that forcing 

prostitutes to work underground makes them even more vulnerable. And, they argue, 

that if the law discourages pimping, it also prevents prostitutes from making 

arrangements with third parties for their own protection. For example, the law 

criminalizes a third party from earning income by being paid to provide security. 

Landlords who tolerate a woman working out of her apartment or several women 

working out of a house the landlord owns is liable to arrest as a “third party.” 

Prostitutes have been evicted by landlords for this reason. Any adult who lives in a 

dwelling with a prostitute and shares her income is liable for prosecution. 

I think this is a knotty issue. It seems absurd to allow women to provide sexual 

services but then penalize the landlord who rents them an apartment.[44] And it does 

seem to be the case that, as with pimping, it is not always easy to sort out the actual 

relationship of power between a prostitute and the “third parties” involved.[45] On the 

other hand, defenders of the law argue there is no evidence that actual boyfriends or 

husbands have been arrested—except when they are actively engaged in the 

prostitute’s work—that is, acting as a pimp.[46] Even were this to occur, I think it 

important to distinguish between the law and its enforcement. Enforcement problems 

are not a definitive argument against a particular law. For example, the policy of 

mandatory arrest when police are called out on a domestic violence incident has 
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proven to be counterproductive. This implies doing something about enforcement 

policies, but ought not lead us to conclude that the law criminalizing domestic 

violence is in itself negative for women. 

The question remains, though, whether the criminalization of most aspects of selling 

sexual services is positive or negative for women who do the work. This concern lay 

behind New Zealand’s legal reform. 

Decriminalization 

New Zealand has gone furthest toward decriminalization, passing the Prostitution 

Reform Act in 2003. In the NZ system, brothels must be licensed, it is illegal for 

brothel keepers to force workers to take on clients they do not wish to, owners are 

required to encourage and support condom use (oral, anal or virginal sex without a 

prophylactic is illegal), they must make their premises available for inspection, they 

may not hire anyone under 18. It is illegal to induce or compel any person to sell 

sexual services so pimping is a criminal act.  However, it is legal to be a “third party” 

that is, to live off the “avails” of prostitution[47] The New Zealand Prostitutes’ 

Collective, which was very active in the years long negotiations that led to passage of 

the law, argued against high barriers for licensing, because they feared creating a 

dual system such as that in Queensland. 

More important, they argued, successfully, that the law should promote businesses 

owned and operated by prostitutes. Up to four people can work together from a 

residence or rented space without having to apply for an “operators license.” (If more 

than four people are working together, one of them has to apply for the license.) They 

can advertise under the same limitations as managed brothels. They can hire 

whomever they wish to help, without restrictions (e.g. they do not have to be 

“licensed” security professionals as in Queensland).   The law also allows prostitutes 

to immediately collect social benefits, even if they quit work voluntarily.[48] 

Opponents of decriminalization argue that it increases prostitution. One study of the 

reform’s effect on the size of the market for sexual services in Christchurch is fairly 

credible. A methodologically sound study was done prior to and then three years 

following the passage of the PRA. The study found, at least for this locality—the 

second largest urban area in New Zealand—a small increase of 17 people (from 375 

to 392) selling sexual services.[49] 
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It has also been argued that legalization and decriminalization increase trafficking. 

The one often-cited study purporting to show that legalization increases trafficking, 

however, has many flaws.[50] The data measuring trafficking flows in different 

countries was drawn from a UN study, the authors of which cautioned that it was 

highly unreliable, since the definitions of trafficking across countries and the 

credibility of their sources of information in different countries varied wildly. Moreover, 

this was a study that measured all trafficking not just sex trafficking, so its application 

to sex trafficking is illegitimate.[51] In New Zealand, following the reform, there were 

no cases of trafficking prosecuted by the New Zealand immigration service (which 

monitors “indoor” workers). The reform law review committee concludes that the 

“prohibition on non-residents working in the sex industry, coupled with New Zealand’s 

geographical isolation and robust legal system provides protection against New 

Zealand being targeted as a destination for human traffickers.”.[52] 

One of the goals of the PRA was to improve the working conditions of prostitutes. 

The reform does seem to have opened up opportunities for prostitutes to work for 

themselves. Again, referring to the Christchurch study, in 1999, 62% of prostitutes 

were in the managed sector while 10% were independent. In 2006, managed 

workers declined to 51%, while independent workers increased to 23%.[53] 

In addition to shrinking the “managed” sector of the business, the PRA aimed to 

improve the working conditions of managed workers. According to one study, brothel 

operators who had treated workers well before legalization continued to do so, but 

those with prior unfair management practices had continued. As with many 

occupational health and safety laws, enforcement is difficult and depends less on 

regulations than on the capacity of the workers themselves to challenge bosses.[54]   

Still, just because we understand the limits of health and safety rules, does not seem 

to me a definitive argument against having them. If worker bargaining power is critical 

here, then it would stand to reason that criminalization is problematic because it even 

further decreases workers’ bargaining power and opportunities for redress. 

Violence and Reporting 

Prostitutes surveyed felt that since the law, they were more able to refuse clients and 

had refused clients more often. On the other hand, as opponents of decriminalization 

have pointed out, while prostitutes said they felt they could report violence, mostly 

they did not report and when they did report were reluctant to follow through on 

complaints. The same factors discouraging following through on reports of violence in 
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other countries appear to be operative here as well.[55]   It may be that over time, 

education of enforcement officers and changes in enforcement practices will open up 

more space for reporting and following through. On the other hand, the social stigma 

of prostitution is a major barrier to reporting. Prostitutes fear loss of anonymity and 

exposure to friends and family. Perhaps over time, decriminalization will decrease 

stigma; but there are good reasons to expect it will not. 

The New Zealand regime expresses feminist values. It accepts the current reality that 

there is a large demand for commodified sexual services and focuses on minimizing 

the risks of a potentially risky business. But what most attracts me to the New 

Zealand model is that it encourages the self-organization of prostitutes both as 

workers and as political subjects. While collective action can perhaps improve 

working conditions in the managed sector, I would also hope to see increasing 

government and NGO support (perhaps a co-op incubator program?) for collectively 

operated workplaces. 

Other interventions 

Prahba Kotiswaran concludes her review of sex work in India with the observation 

that the most effective interventions on behalf of workers have come from 

membership-based organizations run by the Durbar Mahila Samanwaya Committee 

(DMSC), a sixty-thousand member sex workers’ organization based in Kolkata. The 

DMSC 

“provides access to credit and savings schemes, educational facilities for sex workers 

and their children, primary health, and an avenue for cultural expression, while 

fostering an active political culture of protest against abusive customers, landlords, 

and brothel keepers. ….despite a highly abusive anti-sex work criminal law, an 

organization of sex workers has taken root …to achieve the very results of labor laws 

that the DMSC is so keen to have applied formally to the sex industry.”[56] 

She goes on to say that self-regulation, although it has problems such as 

reproducing conservative stereotypes of “good’ and “bad” women, ought to be 

considered as an alternative to the police and courts. 

“Sex workers in Kolkata interviewed preferred to have disputes resolved locally or by 

the DMSC-run self-regulatory boards rather than by state courts. THE DMSC 

organizes protest marches against physically abusive brothel- keepers and 
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community sex workers are known to chase away violent customers or accost those 

who may have stolen from a sex worker or cheated her. The police often arrive too 

late to be of any use.”[57] 

Laws are important. But as the above makes clear, perhaps even more important 

would be for feminists to pour the equivalent of time, money, and passion into the 

self-organization of prostitutes that now is devoted to pushing for and arguing about 

various legal regimes. 

The New Zealand Prostitutes Collective is another model for self-organization. Like 

the DMSC, the NZPC originated as a response to the AIDS/HIV epidemic. The 

founding members of the organization came together out of anger and frustration at 

their social stigmatization, police harassment, unfair and arbitrary management 

practice in their workplaces which they had no legal right to redress, and the 

marginalization of sex workers in policy making. They also wanted to organize 

themselves to prevent the spread of HIV in the sex industry. In 1988, the group 

received funding from the New Zealand Minister of Health and opened a drop-in 

center in Wellington. The NZPC engages in advocacy as well as providing services, 

including advice and help on exiting (as well as entering) the industry. It was central 

to the movement toward legal reform and has remained very much involved in the 

implementation and evaluation of the reforms. The widespread and deep connections 

of the NZPC in the industry have been instrumental in facilitating researchers’ access 

and contributed to the quality of the information that has been gathered. (This is not 

to say that these studies are without some bias.) 

Both DMSC and NZPC are inspiring projects worth careful study to see how they 

might be developed in other countries. Surely the huge differences between New 

Zealand and India indicate that in many places the self-organization of prostitutes is 

not impossible (although I do recognize many of the daunting difficulties). As with 

other women’s issues, the self-organization of prostitutes (not the organization of 

advocates for prostitutes) is the key. 

In New Zealand, the NZPC was, and is, a fairly dominant voice representing sex 

workers. In other countries, there are competing feminist organizations representing 

prostitutes with different approaches to what should be done.   I recognize there are 

downsides of any legal regime. I also take Kotiswaran’s point that sex markets differ 

and legal approaches that might work in one area may not be best in another. Still, I 
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favor the New Zealand legal regime (which allows involvement of “third parties” but 

criminalizes coercion). I am especially interested to see what further interventions in 

policy might help to shift the balance even further away from “managed” to “self-

managed” organization of the industry. 

Whatever assessment any one of us makes on this topic, it is fundamental that 

feminists embrace the tremendous complexity of the issue before us, finding common 

ground where we can, and respecting the validity of the multiple perspectives that 

animate our dialogue. Most importantly, we need to bend our collective energies 

toward revolutionizing the global capitalist economy and challenging patriarchal 

powers, however and wherever we can.  

This essay was developed in close collaboration with Nancy Holmstrom; we originally 

intended to write jointly but ended up with separate articles. Jan Haaken offered key 

insights on which I have drawn heavily. Thanks also to Meena Dhanda, Bill Resnick, 

and Liz Rappaport for their valuable feedback. 
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 Notes 

[2] Even language is contested in this debate.  I do not use the term “prostituted 

women/persons” because it extinguishes the agency of people doing prostitution.  On 

the other hand, I do not want to use the term sex workers instead of prostitutes, 

because that term elides the particularity of selling sexual services as a form of 

work. (On this point, see Nancy Holmstrom, this issue). At least some people who 

sell sexual services continue to use prostitute to describe themselves as workers, 

reclaiming the word in the same way that Melissa Gira Grant wants to reclaim the 

name whore. 

[3] This essay focuses on women selling sexual services. It is impossible to do justice 

to the particular experiences of men and transgender people in this work within space 

limitations of this article. 
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[4] Melissa Farley, “Prostitution, Liberalism, and Slavery.”Logos: A Journal of Modern 

Society and Culture, v. 12, no. 3, 2013. 

[5] For an illustrative example, see Swedish Government National Board of Health 

and Welfare, Prostitution in Sweden 2007(November, 2008) www.socialstyrelsen.se, 

november 2008. 
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laws specifically addressed to sex-trafficking rather than to trafficking in general are 

necessary, how laws should be written (e.g. what should constitute evidence of 

coercion), and practices of enforcement. Compare, for example, the Swedish Institute 

Report, Targeting the Sex Buyer: stopping prostitution and trafficking where it all 

begins (2010)https://eng.si.se/areas-of-operation/events-and-projects/targeting-the-

sex-buyer/ and Laura Maria Augustin, Sex at the Margins: Migration, Labour Markets 

and the Rescue Industry (London: Zed Books, 2007). For reasons of space I don’t 

address these questions. 

[7] Women working out of their own homes distinguished between work and personal 

areas, for example not using their own bed for sex work. Gillian M. Abel, “Different 

stage, different performance: The protective strategy of role play on emotional health 

in sex work,” Social Science & Medicine 72 (2011), 1177-1184; Teela Sanders, 

‘It’s Just Acting’: Sex Workers’ Strategies for Capitalizing on Sexuality,” Gender, 

Work and Organization, V.12 no. 4 (July 2005), pp. 319-342. 

[8] Playing the Whore (London: Verso, 2014),p.. 90 

[9] Laurie Shrage, “Feminist Perspectives on Sex Markets”, The Stanford 

Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2012 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = 

<http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2012/entries/feminist-sex-markets/>. 
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Social Work; Martin A. Monto, “Prostitutes’ Customers: Motives and Misconceptions,” 

in Ronald Weitzer, ed, Sex for Sale: Prostitution, Pornography, and the Sex 

Industry, (Hoboken, N.J.: Taylor and Francis, 2009). For a review of the range of 

ideas on this question, see Nikolas Westerhoff, “Why Do Men Buy Sex,” Scientific 

American Mind. June 2009 Special Issue, Vol. 20 Issue 3, p70-75. Surveys in India 

found that 45.5-64% of customers were married, the majority living with their 

spouses. Prahba Kotiswaran,Dangerous Sex, Invisible Labor: Sex Work and the Law 

in India(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011), p. 241 

[11] There is much more to be said on this than can be dealt with here. Research 

based on internet exchanges and interviews with prostitutes’ about the services they 

provide, indicates that in great part the demand is for oral and vaginal sex. However, 

https://eng.si.se/areas-of-operation/events-and-projects/targeting-the-sex-buyer/
https://eng.si.se/areas-of-operation/events-and-projects/targeting-the-sex-buyer/


 
 

39 
 

there are “niche” markets for other sexual practices. Culturally authorized racial 

fantasies also come into play. Additionally, the nature of fantasies enacted when men 

purchase services from other men may be different. See, for example, Juline Koken, 

David S. Bimbi, and Jeffrey T. Parsons, “Male and Female Escorts: A Comparative 

Analysis,” in Weitzer, ed., pp. 205-232. 

[12] Arlie Russell Hochschild, The Managed Heart: Commercialization of Human 

Feeling (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983) Chapter 3. 

[13] Hochschild, 181-184 

[14] Elizabeth Bernstein, Temporarily Yours: Intimacy, Authenticity, and the 

Commerce of Sex (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007), pp. 103-104; Janet 

Lever and Deanne Dolick, “Call Girls and Street Prostitutes: Selling Sex and 

Intimacy,” in Weitzer, ed., pp. 187-203. 

[15] Ine Vanwesenbeeck, “Burnout Among Female Indoor Sex Workers,” Archives of 

Sexual Behavior, Vol. 34, No. 6, December 2005, pp. 627–639, esp. p. 627-628. See 

also, Teela Sanders, “A continuum of risk? The management of health, physical and 

emotional risks by female sex workers,” Sociology of Health & Illness Vol. 26 No. 5 

2004, pp. 557–574. There is some evidence that street prostitutes are more likely 

than indoor prostitutes to use drugs to psych themselves up for their work. Lever and 

Dolick, p. 196. 

[16]Vanwesenbeeckk, pp. 635-636 

[17] Vanwesenbeeck, pp. 638. 

[18] Gillian Abel and Lisa Fitzgerald, “Risk and Risk Management in Sex Work post-

Prostitution Reform Act: a public health perspective,” in Gilian Abel, Lisa Fitzgerald, 

Catherine Healy with Aline Taylor, eds., Taking the Crime Out of Sex Work: New 

Zealand Sex Workers’ Fight for Decriminalization (Bristol: The Policy Press, 2010), 

pp. 217-238, p. 231 

[19] Melissa Farley et.al. “Prostitution and Trafficking in Nine Countries: An Update 

on Violence and Posttraumatic Stress Disorder,” Journal of trauma practice 2 (3/4), 

2003 pp. 33-74. The validity of these results has been challenged on both the 

inadequacy of measuring PTSD on the basis of a 10 question survey and the over-

representation of street prostitutes in the respondents. John Lowman, “Crown Expert-

Witness Testimony in Bedford v. Canada: Evidence-Based Argument of Victim-

Paradigm Hyperbole?”, in Emilv van der Meulen, Elya M. Durisin, and Victoria Love, 



 
 

40 
 

eds. Selling Sex: Experience, Advocacy, and Research on Sex Work in 

Canada (Vancouver-Toronto: UBC Press, 2013), pp. 230-250, esp. pp, 234-235. 

[20] Max Waltman, “Sweden’s prohibition of purchase of sex: The law’s reasons, 

impact, and potential,”Women’s Studies International Forum 34 (2011) 449–474. A 

study of 201 sex workers (including exotic dancers as well as prostitutes) in Victoria, 

B.C. found 50% reported past or current depression as compared to 6% of females 

and 3% of males in the general population. Cecilia Benoit and Alison 

Millar, Dispelling Myths and Understanding Realities: Working Conditions, Health 

Status, and Exiting Experiences of Sex Workers, Report funded by BC Health 

Research Foundation, Capital Health District, BC Centre of Excellence on Women’s 

Health (October 2001), p. 68. 

[21] Stephanie Church, Marion Henderson, Marina Barnard, Graham Hart, “Violence 

by clients towards female prostitutes in different work settings: questionnaire 

survey,” The BMJ Volume v. 322 no. 3 March 2001, pp. 524-525. A survey of over 

700 prostitutes in New Zealand five years following the decriminalization of 

prostitution found that in the last 12 months, 13% of street workers and 7-10% of 

indoor workers had been physically assaulted; 39% of street workers and 9-16% of 

indoor workers had been threatened with physical violence. New Zealand Ministry of 

Justice, Report of the Prostitution Law Review Committee on the Operation of the 

Prostitution Reform Act 2003, Wellington, New Zealand, May 2008, p. 56. 

[22] AVERT, Sex Workers and HIV/AIDS,http://www.avert.org/sex-workers-and-

hivaids.htm 

[23]In a few countries where prostitution is semi-legalized or decriminalized, failure to 

use a condom is a punishable offence. Abel and Fitzgerald, found that prostitutes did 

use the law to negotiate safe sex with clients., pp. 219-221 , esp. pp. 219-221. 

[24] “More Bang for Your Buck; Prostitution and the Internet,”The Economist August 

9, 2014.   In New Zealand, where it is illegal to have sex without a condom, 12% of 

street workers and 4-5% of indoor workers had unprotected vaginal sex in the last 12 

months while 20% of street workers and 16% of indoor prostitutes working 

independently said that they had done unprotected blow jobs.   On economic 

incentives for unprotected sex, see also Kotiswaran, p. 202 

[25] Kotiswaran, p. 216. Report of the Prostitution Law Review Committee on the 

Operation of the Prostitution Reform Act 2003Ministry of Justice, Wellington, New 

Zealand, May 2008, pp. 66-69. 

http://www.avert.org/sex-workers-and-hivaids.htm
http://www.avert.org/sex-workers-and-hivaids.htm


 
 

41 
 

[26] For example, Christine B.N. Chin, Cosmopolitan Sex Workers: Women and 

Migration in a Global City (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), p. 

98 

[27] Steven Bittle, “Still Punishing to ‘Protect’: Youth Prostitution Law and Policy 

Reform,” Emilv van der Meulen et. al., pp. 279-296. 

[28] Pat Mayhew and Elaine Mossman, Exiting Prostitution: Models of Best 

Practice. Crime and Justice Research Centre, Victoria University of Wellington, 

October 2007 

[29] As Kotiswaran makes clear, sex markets differ not only between countries but 

within them. While general principles might be articulated, the strategies for putting 

these principles into legal regulations will vary depending on local conditions. See, 

Chapter Six. 

[30]“…there can be validity problems when interviewing persons in prostitution, as 

opposed to interviewing survivors who left the industry. The latter are not under 

influence of third parties or otherwise dependent on continuing in prostitution, and are 

thus less likely to provide responses biased in favor of the sex industry. “, Max 

Waltman, “Assessing Evidence, Arguments, and Inequality in Bedford v. Canada,” 

Harvard Journal of Law & Gender, Vol. 37, (2014), pp. 459-544 (2014). 

[31] For one discussion of sampling problems, see, Elaine Mossman, “Brothel 

Operators’ and support agencies’ experiences of decriminalization,” Abel et. al., pp. 

121-122. 

[32] Elaine Mossman, International Approaches to Decriminalising or Legalising 

Prostitution, New Zealand Ministry of Justice October 2007 

[33] Barbara Sullivan, “When (Some) Prostitution is Illegal,”Journal of Law and 

Society, v. 37, no. 1 (March 2010), pp 85-104. See also Barbara G. Brents and 

Kathryn Hausbeck, “Violence and Legalized Brothel Prostitution in Nevada: 

Examining Safety, Risk, and Prostitution Policy,”Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 

Vol. 20 No. 3, March 2005, pp. 270-295 

[34] Report by the Federal Government on the Impact of the Act Regulating the Legal 

Situation of Prostitutes (Prostitution Act)Federal Ministry for Family Affairs, Senior 

Citizens, Women and Youth, Berlin (2007), p. 17. Such arrangements are also typical 

in Nevada (Brents & Hausbeck, op. cit.), the Netherlands (Vanwesenbeeck op. cit.), 



 
 

42 
 

and India (Kotiswaran op. cit.) . The report also pointed out that new restrictions 

placed on social welfare and unemployment programs had reduced the opportunity 

for prostitutes to leave the business. Pp. 37-38. 

[35] Compare Max Waltman, op. cit., 2011 to Ann Jordan, The Swedish Law to 

Criminalize Clients:A Failed Experiment in Social Engineering, Program on Human 

Trafficking and Forced Labor. Center for Human Rights & Humanitarian Law, Issue 

Paper # 4 (2012). 

[36] Selected extracts of the Swedish government report SOU 2010:49: The Ban 

against the Purchase of Sexual Services. An evaluation 1999-2008, (usually referred 

to as The Skarhed Report ) p. 28. The Swedish Board of Health and Welfare Report 

(op. cit) is much more circumspect than the Skarhed report in drawing conclusions 

about the law’s effect, given the very different and sometimes conflicting 

assessments they received from different informants such as the police, social 

workers, academics, and sex workers. A study to measure the effects of Norway’s 

law reform (following the Swedish model) in 2009 had similar difficulties since in 

Norway, also, there were not credible measures of the numbers in prostitution prior to 

the law or afterwards.   The researchers’ “best guess” based on their informants’ 

observations was that street prostitution had declined substantially and that the 

indoor market was 10-20% lower. Acknowledging that the recession had decreased 

demand, the report nonetheless argued that the law had also contributed some 

unknown share toward driving down the prices charged. They commented that indoor 

workers had to work harder to make the same level of income as 

previously. Evaluation of Norwegian legislation criminalising the buying of sexual 

services (summary). For a critique of this research, Anette Brunovskis and May-Len 

Skilbrei,“The Evaluation of the Sex Purchase Act Brings Us no Closer to a 

Conclusion”(August, 2014), Fafo Institute.   http://fafo.no/prostitution/ 

[37] Skarhed Report, p. 23. 

[38] Niklas Jakobsson and Andreas Kotsadam, What explains attitudes toward 

prostitution? Working Papers in Economics No. 349, Goteborg University, April 2009. 

[39] Bernstein, pp. 151-153 

[40] Board of Health and Welfare Report, pp. 47-48. The Skarhed report simply 

denies this claim without acknowledging evidence supporting it. 

[41] A Krüsi, K Pacey, L Bird, C Taylor, J Chettiar, S Allan, D Bennett,J S Montaner, 

T Kerr, K Shannon, “Criminalisation of clients: reproducing vulnerabilities for violence 

http://fafo.no/prostitution/


 
 

43 
 

and poor health among street-based sex workers in Canada—a qualitative 

study,”BMJ Open, 2014, no. 4. 

[42] Some informants consulted for the National Board of Health and Welfare Report, 

made this claim. Pp. 47-48 

[43] Some informants thought that the law had actually made it even less likely for 

prostitutes to report theft or violence. Susanne Dodillet and Petra Östergren, “The 

Swedish Sex Purchase Act: Claimed Success and Documented Effects” Conference 

paper presented at the International Workshop: Decriminalizing Prostitution and 

Beyond: Practical Experiences and Challenges. The Hague, March 3 and 4, 2011 pp. 

21-22. 

[44] This is also true in the United Kingdom where both selling and buying are legal 

but soliciting, advertising, renting a room to a prostitute for the purposes is illegal. 

[45] For one example, Bernstein, p. 90, also Kara Gillies, ”A Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing: 

Canadian Anti-Pimping Law and How It Harms Sex Workers,” van der Meulen et. al., 

pp. 269-278. 

[46] “Being and Being Bought: An interview with Kajsa Ekis Ekman,” Meghan 

Murphey, Feminist Current (January 2014). http://feministcurrent.com/8514/being-

and-being-bought-an-interview-with-kajsa-ekis-ekman/ 

[47] This provision has the opposite problem of the Nordic model. There, innocent 

people may be penalized; here, exploiters may escape punishment. 

[48] New Zealand Prostitutes’ Collective website 

http://www.nzpc.org.nz/index.php?page=Law The NZPC is “uncomfortable” with the 

provision of the PRA that excludes immigrants from doing sex work, creating an 

illegal sector that is deeply hidden and undoubtedly very exploitative. Abel et. al, p. 

262-3. 

[49] Report of the Prostitution Law Review Committee, p. 35. 

[50] Seo-Young Cho, Axel Dreher and Eric Neumayer, “Does legalized prostitution 

increase human trafficking?”World Development, 41, 2012, pp. 67-82. 

[51] Ronald Weitzer, “New Directions in Research on Human Trafficking The Annals 

of the American Academy of Political and Social Science v. 653 no. 6 (May, 2014), 

pp. 6-24. 



 
 

44 
 

[52] Report of the Prostitution Law Review Committee , p. 167. Fears about 

increased sex-trafficking did shape the law reform, leading to the provision that 

criminalizes non-residents who sell sexual services. 

[53] Gillian M. Abel, Lisa J. Fitzgerald, Cheryl Brunton, “The Impact of 

Decriminalization on the Number of Sex Workers in New Zealand,” Journal of Social 

Policy,” v. 38 iss. 3 (July 209), pp. 515-531, p. 523. 

[54] Several studies of the legalized managed sector find that security is enhanced 

by formal and informal controls such as the proximity of other workers, alarms, and 

security cameras. See, e.g., Sullivan, Brents & Hausbeck, Abel et. al.) 

[55] Abel and Fitzgerald, pp. 227-229. 

[56] Kotiswaran, p. 248 

[57] Kotiswaran, p. 203 

http://logosjournal.com/2014/brenner/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://logosjournal.com/2014/brenner/


 
 

45 
 

Colonizing the Body 

by Ninotchka Rosca 

 

If only for the purpose of revealing a tacit but unstated privilege acquired by men at 

the instant of what Friedrich Engels called “the historic defeat of womankind,” the 

current debate on sex work vs prostitution is important. For the other side of this coin 

of defeat was a triumph, if one were to view historical events dialectically, not only in 

terms of patriarchal dominance over society, production and the family, for in 

womankind’s loss of control of her own sexuality and reproduction lay a conferring of 

the privilege, a presumed right, of the patriarch to sexual access to those under his 

wing. This tacit and yet so commonly assumed privilege underlies much of what 

forms everyday sexism to this time, from wage inequality to street harassment to the 

rape culture to the demand by certain German men with disabilities that the state to 

provide them prostitutes as part of their health benefits.1  While that privilege may 

have been expanded, in the current world, to elements other than the patriarch, the 

principle holds: those with power, those with a larger share of the surplus, those with 

greater strength or with whatever little bit of social exceptionalism – these have the 

tacit right to access sexually those who do not. One enduring deception that has kept 

this privilege unchallenged is that the accessed agree to being accessed, that they 

do so willingly – a myth which now Capital uses, in its incursion into the few non-

capitalist spaces extant in a globalized economy. 

 

Sex workers, according to a recent Canadian Institutes of Health-funded survey, 

made $39,000 per annum and were generally satisfied with what they did (81%); the 

researchers claimed they tried to keep the sample “representative,” though reaching 

the conclusion that most of those connected to the sex trade were “Canadian-born, 

Caucasian, between the ages of 30-40” – said conclusion being surveying 218 sex 

workers, 1252 clients, 30 spouses/intimate partners and 61 managers.1 On which 

group this profile was based was not given. Other surveys place First Nations women 

as comprising as high as 42% of prostituted women. Indeed, the Aboriginal Women’s 

Action Network (AWAN) wrote, in a declaration opposing the legalization of 

prostitution: “We have a long, multi-generational history of colonization, 

marginalization and displacement from our Homelands, and rampant abuses that has 

forced many of our sisters into prostitution.”2 Not thrilled by this survey’s findings as 

well was the Asian Women’s Coalition to End Prostitution (AWEP), which is Canada 

based, and which had declared, “we hold a position that prostitution entrenches 

racism and multiplies the effect of sexism on all.”3 
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This very recent incident in Canada underscores what has been absent in the 

discourse of those who promote prostitution as an economic alternative: that it afflicts 

a certain class, category and nationality/ race of women;   and that, by and large, the 

viewpoint of such women, despite comprising the majority of those commoditized in 

the sex trade, is either absent or not given due weight, not unlike the voices of 

children in the sex trade. The contending viewpoints should also make one aware 

that a policy on prostitution cannot and is hardly contained within national 

boundaries; that it will spill over and impact women and children and men across 

borders. The AWAN statement also underscores the historical fact that for many 

countries and societies, the sex trade arrived via an aggressive militarist colonialism 

that continues to impact definitions of power and authority, as well as perceptions of 

sex, conquest and the conquered. 

Who are being sold and bought in the sex trade? A website that claims neutrality 

while providing statistics on the underworld places the number of prostitutes 

worldwide at 13,265,900 with an annual revenue of $186 billion. The number of 

prostitutes in the US is placed at 1 million; by way of contrast, the number for the 

Philippines, a US-client state with a population 1/3 of the US, is pegged at 

800,000.4 The Paris-based Fondation Scelles gives an even higher number in its 

second report on global prostitution: 40-42 million, 75% between the ages of 13-25, 

80% female.  Below is a map that may well be a graphic illustration of who or what 

funds/maintains prostitution in many parts of the world and who are bought and sold. 

 

 

  

The Name Game 

The popularization of the term “sex work” was the most successful in a series of 

attempts to find a euphemism for prostitution. In the 1960s, when Southeast Asian 

countries were designated as “rest-and-recreation” centers for US military troops 

http://logosjournal.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/Roscaadd.png
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engaged in a war in Vietnam, other labels for the sex trade were invented, so its 

earnings could be incorporated in the national spreadsheet and as to lure the general 

public into accepting what was basically an underworld activity. “Hired-wife services,“ 

“bar girls,” “bar fines” and “hospitality girls” tried to hide but failed the nature of the 

business.   Under tourism, the names morphed even more, even to the ludicrous 

“guest relations officer” or GRO. It would take someone from San Francisco, in the 

late 1970s, to come up with the term “sex work,” and its corollary would follow 

thereafter, “sex workers.” The new terms embedded prostitution in a spectrum of sex 

selling – from porn films, phone sex and later, cybersex to stripping. The use of 

“work” was masterful, as it situated those in the sex trade among the ranks of 

workers. Hence the argument that allowing the use of one’s genitals for cash was no 

different from allowing the use of one’s fingers for typing in a corporate office, there 

being no difference allegedly, between, as old journalists say, massaging a keyboard 

and massaging someone else’s genitals. 

With a seductive name in place, the stage was set for the creation of a groundswell 

toward legalization, largely fueled by Dutch and German money, which, not by 

coincidence, would be among the first to legalize prostitution. A Dutch funding 

agency proudly proclaimed that it covered the travel costs of “black prostitutes from 

the US and allies from Thailand and the Philippines” to a 1986 international 

conference of whores.   One Dutchman responded, when I asked why funders 

associated with progressive causes would provide money for something that would, 

in the long run, decimate Third World women, he shrugged and replied, “well, we 

invented the slave trade, didn’t we?” Various reports now peg the number of foreign-

born women in the Dutch sex trade as high as 80%. Other-ing is explicit in 

responses, when the question about the impact of legalization on the business (vs 

legalization of the commodity) on minorities. A “sex worker” in New York replied, 

when this was brought up: “well, I’m sorry about your people but I have to take care 

of myself.” 

Throughout the 1990s, the onslaught continued. Prostitution was split into the 

categories of forced and voluntary; indentured and forced labor was split from slavery 

and trafficking as a crime was born out of the combination of forced prostitution and 

forced labor. Labor trafficking was then pitted against sex trafficking, with the claim 

that it was a larger problem than the latter. Meanwhile, the push for legalization of the 

business became both pernicious and constant. In 1994, the Global Alliance Against 

the Trafficking of Women (GAATW) was formed, ostensibly based in Thailand but 
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with links to US-based and Dutch-funded organizations. GAATW pushed for 

trafficking to be defined largely as coercion and for “voluntary” prostitution to be 

legalized. By 1994, the International Labor Organization which helps define “work” for 

capital issued a pamphlet on “The Sex Sector.”   Subsequent conferences were held 

in Southeast Asia and commensurate pressure-organizations created to push for 

legalization.  The juggernaut seemed unstoppable, partly because no one could 

come up with a programmatic solution to the underlying issue of the tacit right to 

sexual access by virtue of having more cash than another person. 

On January 1, 1999, Sweden criminalized the purchase of sex even as it maintained 

the decriminalized status of those who sold sex. In what may be seen as a global tit 

for tat, the Netherlands legalized the business the following year and Germany 

followed suit. More than a decade has passed – enough time to see the impact of 

these two approaches to prostitution, whether goals and objectives have been met 

and what else can be done to further either one or both models. 

Thus far, Sweden has seen the number of those engaged in prostitution cut by half. 

By 2008, Norway and Denmark had three times the number of street prostitution 

compared to Sweden, this stark contrast being undoubtedly a result of the 

criminalization of the buying of sex. This conclusion was bolstered by reports from 

Norway that, as soon as it decided to pass a similar ban, there was an “immediate 

and dramatic reduction of street prostitution.” One icing to the cake, Sweden 

discovered, was a “marked shift in attitude” as 70% of support for the ban on the 

purchase of sex was “greatest among young people.” 5 It would be interesting to 

compare the attitudes toward women of a generation raised in a society with a sex-

purchase ban and that of a generation raised in a society with a legalized business of 

prostitution. 

 

Sweden’s Sex Purchase Act has been criticized for not distinguishing between forced 

and voluntary prostitution.   The reply was succinct: “from a gender equality and 

human rights perspective and a shift in focus from what is being offered – those 

exploited in prostitution – to demand, that is, traffickers, procurers and sex buyers, 

the distinction between voluntary and non-voluntary prostitution is not relevant.” 6 The 

ban, in other words, was intended to dismantle the power (Capital) holders in the 

business. 
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On the other side of the debate is Germany, now an economic powerhouse in 

Europe. A working paper for the German Parliament characterizes Germany as “a 

paradise for sex traffickers” and gives the following bullet points, though with the 

caveat that such figures might not be totally accurate in the floating world of the 

business of prostitution: 

 400,000 sex workers 

 1.2 million men visit sex workers daily 

 90% of prostitutes are under constraint 

 US$17.7 billion from the sex trade annually.7 

No wonder Germany has been untouched by the financial crisis. The human body as 

a generator of profit is extremely profitable and self-sustaining. Moreover, there 

seems to be an inexhaustible supply of such bodies to colonize. Mendes Bota, 

rapporteur of the Committee on Equality and Non-Discrimination of the Council of 

Europe, said in a report to the Council on 4 March 2014: “Sex workers have become 

simple commodities, subject to the basic law of supply and demand; brothel owners 

and managers try to make as much profit as possible.”8 

 

The only way to increase profit in this business is to intensify the rate of exploitation.   

Hence some brothel owners placed the women on per day wages and crammed as 

many customers as possible into her work hours. They then offered “flat rates” to 

customers to have as many women as they wanted within a given amount of time.   

The Der Spiegel account of this is as follows: 

When the Pussy Club opened near Stuttgart in 2009, the management advertised the 

club as follows: “Sex with all women as long as you want, as often as you want and 

the way you want. Sex. Anal sex. Oral sex without a condom. Three-ways. Group 

sex. Gang bangs.” The price: €70 during the day and €100 in the evening. 

According to the police, about 1,700 customers took advantage of the offer on the 

opening weekend. Buses arrived from far away and local newspapers reported that 

up to 700 men stood in line outside the brothel. Afterwards, customers wrote in 

Internet chat rooms about the supposedly unsatisfactory service, complaining that the 

women were no longer as fit for use after a few hours.9 

 

Agency and the Nature of the Beast 

A study issued by the Minnesota Indian Women’s Sexual Assault Coalition and 

Prostitution Research and Education provided the following statistics: Of the 105 
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Native American women interviewed (median age 35), 37% had been used by more 

than 500 men; 11% had 500-900 men; 16% by 900-1000 men.9    The report quotes 

one of the respondents who had been taken to Las Vegas by her pimp: “The men 

just kept coming and coming and I never slept or ate, I just had sex all the time.” 10 

Rather than the genteel boudoir of a charming sex worker in control of her sexuality 

and destiny, the relentless assault described by the Native American woman is the 

topography of prostitution for the majority of those in the sex trade, particularly for the 

colonized bodies of Third World women. Legalization of the business has neither 

stopped trafficking nor limited it to adults.   In Brazil, where the business is legal, the 

price for sex with a 13-year-old is $5.50. In Cambodia, a daughter’s virginity is sold 

by the family, to pay for incurred debts. 

In the creeping scandal of Germany’s burgeoning sex trade, 15 mental health 

professionals issued their support for a “Stop Sex-buying” initiative. Michaela Huber, 

psychologist and head of the German Society of Trauma and Dissociation, said, 

“Prostitution is in no way a job like any other. It is degrading, torturous, exploitative. 

On the side of the prostituted, there is a lot of horror and disgust at play, which they 

have to repress in order to get through it all.” Dr. Wolfgang U. Eckart, director of the 

Institute for History and Ethics in Medicine at Heidelberg flatly stated: “Prostitution is 

violence, not a profession. Little is free in prostitution on the whole, and nothing in 

mediated prostitution. Because the striking asymmetry of power and the potential for 

violence in the relationship between the mediator and practitioner generates in this 

oldest form of the enslavement of women constitutionally dependent relationships, 

which almost automatically deliver all the facades and backgrounds for the practice of 

traumatizing acts of violence of every sort.”11 

 

A concern for women has always been at the core of those who opt for the 

decriminalization of prostitutes and the criminalization of the business owners, 

managers and customers. The nature of the business turns the human body into both 

an instrument of production and commodity for the generation of profits, trapped as 

person is in the cash nexus and subject to assault by Capital. It is this “striking 

asymmetry of power” that renders the question of agency moot and pointless, 

empowerment but an illusion for the most powerless gear in the profit-generating 

machine. Pro-sex work advocates use the concept of agency to reduce a multi-layer 

structure of dominance and exploitation to a micro question: whether a woman enters 

the sex trade voluntarily or involuntarily. The abstraction of agency ignores the force 

of circumstance; it ignores the conditioning exerted by material conditions, much as 
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Capital makes no distinction between real and created demand. Furthermore, agency 

ignores the subtle difference between decision and choice – the decision to enter 

prostitution may not be, is more than likely not, a choice. 

In no other system of exploitation has the agency of those lured into and trapped in it 

been used to justify its existence, institutionalization and legitimization.   No fast food 

worker has been taken to task for his or her agency in working under exploitative 

conditions; indeed, he and she are charged with the task of changing and preferably, 

dismantling such a system of exploitation. All workers, as a matter of fact, are 

exhorted to end exploitative structures, entire socio-economic systems, if need be. If 

prostitution is work, much like all other work, then embedded as it is in a system of 

class exploitation, rather than argue for the legalization of those who hold power in it 

– the brothel owners and managers, the pimps and recruiters, the Johns – one must 

demand their eradication. As Marx and Engels had written: “… the real point aimed at 

is to do away with the status of women as mere instruments of production.”12 The 

business of prostitution is a vivid manifestation of how the oppression of and violence 

against women underlay the creation of private property and wealth accumulation.   

Much like the terrain that unchecked classism, sexism and racism have created, it is 

a blasted one. 
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Buying Sex on Company Time: Engaging Organizations in Reducing Demand 

by Lars Bjorklund, Charlotte Holgersson, Michael Kimmel, Pierrette Pape, Stephanie 

Thogerson 

 

Introduction 

Efforts to engage both politically and academically with questions of “sex work” have 

most often looked at the male “client” or “buyer” and the female “worker” or “seller.” 

But what happens when the client is also a worker? Many of the men who buy sex do 

so outside of the country in which they live; a recent survey in Sweden found that 

fully 80% of all purchases of sex by Swedish men occur abroad (Svedin, et al., 2012). 

Some were specifically “sex tourists,” traveling to destinations for the explicit purpose 

of buying sex. Others were simply on vacation, or traveling for work, or being 

relocated abroad. 

But for one-third of those cases, the purchase of sex is seen as an entertaining way 

to spend an evening while at a business conference or meeting, or a larger scale 

convention (see also Kousmanen, 2008). Men often experience these conferences, 

meetings and conventions as divided into two distinct spatial and temporal arenas: 

during the day, in the meetings, when they believe they represent their companies or 

organizations, and therefore behave appropriately, and, by contrast, at night, in clubs 

and bars and hotel rooms, and other specific sites for the purchase of sex. These are 

“time-outs” or “time out of time” – a brief vacation from both their domestic lives at 

home and their corporate responsibilities at their conferences, when they believe 

normal rules of decorum do not apply.   In Sweden, a recent survey found that, 

If so many men buy sex when they are not in their home countries, and when they 

are on “company time,” then efforts to reduce the buying of sex must also address 

these organizational dynamics. Efforts to engage men as individual consumers must 

be accompanied by efforts to engage men in the organizations to which they belong 

and which they claim to represent.  

We address several lines of interactions: (1) the triangular relationship between sex 

worker, client, and the institutional apparatus in which these transactions are 

conducted; (2) the triangular relationships among male workers and female workers 

in the same organization and the sex workers; and (3) the relationships among 

corporate executives and managers, employees and the organizations in which sex 

work takes place – company business meetings and the hotel industry. 
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In this paper we examine those organizational dynamics of buying sex, and then turn 

our attention to the Swedish case, where efforts to problematize the buying of sex, as 

opposed to most countries’ efforts to police the selling of sex, have had an important 

impact both on the actual consumption of sex, but also on the political conversations 

that swirl around it at the policy level. 

Prostitution and Male Domination 

In this paper, we are less concerned with entering debates about the motivations of 

women – whether the women who sell sex are trafficked into it against their will, or 

whether they see it as a reasonable occupation in a gender-skewed labor market. We 

are concerned here with the motivations of men. These motivations have often been 

downplayed or ignored; As Joe Canon argues: 

 The demand side that is the motivations of actors related to men’s purchasing of sex 

has long been invisible or ignored. Nonetheless, we know that stereotypes about 

masculinity and men’s sexuality have often reinforced or perpetuated norms that lend 

to the broader social rationalization of men’s purchase of sex, and in some cases, 

support or encourage compliance for these behaviors. (cited in Ricardo and Barker, 

2008). 

Motivations for buying sex among vary considerably – from the historical cases of 

young men being initiated into sex in the first place by their fathers, friends, or fellow 

servicemen, to those men who feel too ashamed to ask for various sex acts from 

their regular partners, to men who seek out exotic fetishistic activities as sex tourists. 

What unites all these buyers is a sense of entitlement to women’s bodies. Quite 

simply, men purchase sex not only because they have the money, but also because 

they feel they have the right to do so. In that prostitution expresses gender inequality. 

More than that, however, the global commercial sex entertainment industry 

expresses and reproduces several hierarchies at once: men over women, rich over 

poor, North over South, ethnic majority over ethnic minorities – such as white men 

buying sex from minority Roma women from Hungary in Switzerland or from Turkish 

minority women from Bulgaria in Belgium. 

Corporations are often complicit in these reproductions of inequality, both between 

their male and female employees, and between the buyers and sellers of sex. To 

give but a few examples, in 2007, a German insurance firm rewarded its 100 best 
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salesmen with a prostitute-filled “sex party” in Budapest’s most famous thermal 

baths. At least 20 women were hired and were color-coded to indicate which men 

were allowed to have sex with them. Those wearing white ribbons were reserved for 

“the very best salespeople and executives” (Pidd, 2011). In 2008, a group of 

Scandinavian European parliamentarians has called for the EU Parliament in 

Strasbourg to stop using hotels where prostitutes are allowed. 

Clearly, any effort to engage a serious policy debate about the buying and selling of 

sex requires an organizational, sociological approach in addition to a more 

psychological understanding of individual men’s and women’s motivations. 

An Organizational Focus on Sexual Entertainment: The Homosociality in 

Heterosexual Sex Purchases 

Scholars in gender and organization studies have long studied how organizational 

culture produce and reproduce inequalities in organizations (Mills, 1988; Hearn, 

1992; Gherardi, 1995; McDowell, 1997; Wajcman, 1998; Rutherford, 1999). Sexuality 

is an important constituent (Hearn & Parkin, 1987; Adkins, 1995; Rutherford 2001) 

but while scholars have directed their attention to practices such as sexual 

harassment, few have studied practices involving the consumption of commercial sex 

in work-related settings. Such practices include visits to strip clubs or buying escort 

services on business travels or when entertaining clients, and have been labelled 

“sexual entertainment” by Rutherford (1999, 2011). 

Some scholars have nevertheless problematized the practice of sexual entertainment 

and identified a range of consequences, both for ordinary work organizations, that is 

organizations that do not have sexuality as their main business (Hearn & Parkin, 

1987) and for organizations in the sex industry, that is organizations where exploiting 

sexuality is their main purpose (Hearn & Parkin, 1987). 

For men, sexual entertainment as a homosocial practice can be seen as a ritual of 

confirmation, as a loyalty tests and as remedial work. Holgersson (1998) suggests 

that that sexual entertainment can be understood as a homosocial practice since it is 

not something done in solitude but a collective activity. Homosociality is here 

understood as practices in which men orient themselves towards other men within a 

patriarchal gender order. This preference for men is the result of a preference for 

power and as power is gendered, homosociality has gendered consequences. Since 

gender is intertwined with other social power relations such as class, ethnicity, race 
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and sexuality, homosociality contributes not only to the reproduction of gender 

relations but also to other social power relations (Holgersson, 2013). 

Homosociality is often identified as an important process in understanding gender 

segregation. Homosociality is however not necessarily a result of a specific intention 

to exclude women but can instead be seen as a ritual where men acknowledge and 

continuous hierarchical positions to each other (Lindgren, 1996, 1999; Barrett, 1996; 

Bird, 1996; Meuser, 2007). It is through homosocial interaction that men collectively 

recreate masculinity as superior and it is thus central for the ritual of confirmation that 

the superiority over women and other men is highlighted and confirmed. It is also 

central that the men involved in the homosocial interaction conform to the dominant 

culture and practice what Connell (1995) calls “complicit masculinity”. As long as men 

do not openly challenge the homosocial interaction by, for example, reacting against 

a sexist jargon, men who practice complicit masculinities contribute to recreating 

gender order. In view of this, homosociality can also be understood as a loyalty test 

where men show their loyalty to the group and/or to the group leader. By following 

with the majority showing the individual’s loyalty to the group, which is important for 

example in when pursuing a management career (Kanter, 1977; Collinson & Hearn, 

1996). 

Linked to the idea of homosociality as ritual of confirmation is the idea of 

homosociality as identity work. Men reinforce and confirm their identity as men in 

homosocial settings (Lindgren 1996, Meuser 2004). Several researchers have noted 

homosociality as part of male managers’ identity work. Homosociality among 

managers interpreted by Kanter (1977) as a result of the uncertainty inherent in 

managerial work. The need for conformity and homogeneity is not solely depend on 

the intrinsic insecurity of management positions. Collinson and Hearn (1996) 

suggests that homosociality can also be seen as a result of the capitalist 

organization’s competitive nature and needs of middle-class men to pursue a career. 

Several researchers have pointed out how male identities that on the surface seem 

strong, authoritative, confident, are in fact fragile (Kerfoot & Knights, 1993; Kimmel, 

1995; Roper, 1996). According to Collinson and Hearn (1996), the attempts to 

establish a stable and well-defined masculine identity often involve identifying with 

some men (such as a group or individuals) while differentiating oneself from others 

(e.g. women and other men). This identity work, however, need not necessarily lead 

to a more stable identity. As both Kerfoot and Knights (1993, 1996) and Collinson 

(2003) show, the quest for a stable masculine identity and a core identity can instead 
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create more anxiety and uncertainty. Kerfoot and Knights (1996) argue that the 

dominant modern management discourse is largely about controlling labor and the 

organization of production in order to achieve strategic goals such as profit and 

expansion. The constant pursuit of these objectives is also about a desire to secure a 

male identity, something rarely achieved in reality since this quest involves 

competition, which in turn generates uncertainty. Thus, it is the pursuit of security that 

generates uncertainty. Homosocial contexts may therefore be seen as arenas where 

men both receive confirmation and face competition. This tension between the 

support and confirmation and competition and oppression appear to be a defining 

feature of the dynamics of men’s networks, according to Tallberg (2003). 

Sexual entertainment may also be an arena for intimacy between men. The strip club 

provides a context where men’s heterosexuality goes undisputed which makes it 

possible for men to engage in homosocial interaction without the risk of being 

regarded as gay (Holgersson, 1998). This may be particularly important given the 

dominance of heteronormative business cultures. Moreover, in view of the advances 

of women on the labor market and in management careers and increasing demands 

for equality, sexual entertainment could be seen as remedial work (Gherardi, 1995), 

that is practices that women and men engage in in order to restore or reinstate a 

patriarchal gender order. Studies of male dominated workplaces have shown that the 

homosocial contexts have been weakened as a result of organizational and societal 

changes that have increased the number of women on different tasks and positions 

(e.g. Lindgren, 1999; Andersson, 2003). Such changes may result in men 

increasingly seeking out homosocial groups as an expression of resistance towards 

increased gender equality.Perhaps, asLindgren (1999) suggests, the increased 

number of women as colleagues and managers creates a need for informal arenas 

for confirmation. Holgersson (2006) suggests that strip clubs (of a hetero sexual 

nature) can be seen as homosocial “free zone” for remedial work. For example, in a 

study of male sex buyers in Finland, Marttila(2003) refers to sex clubs as arenas 

where there isa traditional gender order that provide some space for men’s”male 

liberation”. In these contexts,different expectations and views on the sexes markedly 

from the outside world.Meuser(2004)notes that given that most institutions are not all 

male, especially in the workplace, they losetheirhomosocialnature.Thusis also 

hampered the search for homosocial settings. The sex industry can therefore be 

understood as a place free from women’s demands, where men can fully unite 

homosocially. 
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While sexual entertainment may provide arenas for identity work, confirmation and 

remedial work for men, the consequences for women are not as positive. 

Homosociality and gender discrimination can be regarded as two sides of the same 

coin (Holgersson, 2013). In interviews with women who have experienced that male 

colleagues have engaged in sexual entertainment say they felt offended because 

they found the practices immoral (Holgersson & Svanström, 2004; Morgan & Martin, 

2006). Other women express anger because they feel their male colleagues wish to 

exclude them, but also because this disadvantages them in their careers. This was 

particularly salient in interviews with saleswomen in the US (Morgan & Martin, 2006). 

Women who are involved in sexual entertainment also display a variety of 

approaches. For example, a woman manager in Australia interviewed by Sheppard 

(1989) described how she had adopted a strategy where nothing was too rough or 

abusive for her in order to be accepted in full by her male colleagues. This strategy 

led her to participate in visits to strip clubs. These activities had made her feel 

uncomfortable because she found that it forced her to adopt her male colleagues 

gaze and gave rise to an inner conflict between her desire to belong and be accepted 

by the group, and her complicity in the objectification of women, and thus herself. 

However, women are not always entirely negative towards sexual entertainment. For 

example, Nemoto (2010) shows that some Japanese women workers viewed sexual 

workplace behaviour such as sexual entertainment as highly sexist and disturbing 

while others felt flattered to be invited to join their male colleagues since women are 

often denied access to venues such as hostess clubs. It is also important to note that 

also men can find sexual entertainment offensive, as for example reported in 

Holgersson (2011). 

For organizations in the sex industry, the practice of sexual entertainment contributes 

to the mainstreaming of the sex industry and fuels the demand for sexual services 

and ultimately to the expansion of the sex industry (O’Connell Davidson, 1998; 

Brents & Sanders, 2010; Jeffreys, 2010; Jykinen, 2005). 

Strategies of Intervention 

As we have seen, buying sex reproduces gender inequality, in addition to other forms 

of inequality. And we have argued that organizational and institutional responses are 

required if buying sex on company time is to be curtailed. Such institutional 

responses can come from several different arenas: local and regional governments, 

the hotel and tourism industry, and corporate codes of conduct that make clear to 
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employees that while they are traveling on company business they are on company 

time, 24/7. 

This is different than the normal relationship between company time and personal 

time. During a normal workweek, without corporate travel, one’s time away from the 

office or workplace is entirely one’s own. Companies may have guidelines for 

behavior, but if an employee wishes to buy sex on a weekend, or drink enormous 

quantities of alcohol on the weekend, the company has no say over that behavior, 

except as how it might impact on his work on Monday morning. However, when at a 

business meeting or a conference, one is on company time the entire time, 24r hours 

a day, representing the company. Therefore the company has every right to impose 

codes of conduct,, since, during those times, one represents not oneself, but one’s 

employer. Jeffreys (2010) suggests corporate codes of ethics as a measure to 

counteract sexual entertainment practices in organizations. In fact, there are 

examples of US companies such as Morgan Stanley that have no-strip club policies 

following lawsuits where the companies were sued for not providing equal 

opportunities to their female employees (O’Donnell, 2006). 

To date, there are no empirical studies on the impact of codes of conduct regarding 

commercial sex. However, research on codes of conduct in general has explored the 

impact of codes of conduct on employee behavior but has yet to reach conclusive 

findings. According to a survey of studies on the link between codes of conduct and 

behavior, Petersen and Krings (2009) draw two conclusions regarding the impact of 

codes of conduct on behavior. First, codes of conduct must be detailed and 

straightforward. Second, management should clearly signal that they are committed 

to the existing codes and that compliance is important, for example by establishing 

sanctions against breaches of the code. 

The Swedish Case 

Sweden is often seen as an exemplary country when it comes to gender equality: the 

country is always among the top two or three countries in the World Economic 

Forum’s rankings of nations for gender equality. Enviable policies regarding state 

support for work-family balance, adequate available child care, parental leave 

(Sweden was the first country to offer fathers paid parental leave, and to implement 

“use or lose” paternity leave, called “Daddy Days”). While the social safety net is 

always in danger of fraying, depending on the political leanings of the government in 
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power, Sweden’s system provides a model of harnessing the resources of the state 

to support family values. 

But unlike some of its neighboring countries, with equally enviable gender equality 

policies, Sweden took a dramatic turn in 1999 in implementing a new policy regarding 

prostitution. While The Netherlands focused on “supply” – legalized prostitution, and 

providing police protection, state-supported medical care, and enabling prostitutes to 

organize as workers into a union – Sweden focused on “demand,” enacting a law that 

criminalized not the sale of sex but its purchase (Svanström 2004). (Since 1982 there 

is a general law against the arrangement of pornographic shows (Swedish law 

1982:344, 10 §). These laws have, however, not entirely extinguished the occurrence 

of prostitution or strip clubs but have circumscribed these activities in Sweden and 

have had a normative effect. 

The 1999 law, however, only applied to sex purchased in Sweden, exposing a 

tension in the legal efforts to address the problem of sex trafficking. Trafficking is 

global, requiring elaborate chains of supply and demand, but laws regulating or 

prohibiting it can only be national. When so much sex is purchased by Swedes 

outside of Sweden, activists reasoned, other institutions must be brought into the 

equation. Creative ways to address this have included placing flyers in airport 

business lounges to warn Swedish men about buying sex outside Sweden. 

One promising avenue for policy development is to engage companies in augmenting 

or changing their corporate Codes of Conduct to better conform to Sweden’s national 

policies, as well as to extend those policies to employees when traveling abroad. We 

regard this as a promising new arena for organizing against prostitution. 

According to a study of corporate codes of conduct and sexual entertainment in 

Sweden (Holgersson 2011, 2014), company representatives claim that it is not 

accepted for any employees purchase any form of commercial sex when they are on 

duty, for example on business trips. Surprisingly, however, none of the eleven 

companies interviewed had explicitly mentioned commercial sex in their codes of 

conduct. The arguments on why buying commercial sex was not compatible with their 

codes of conduct varied. A couple interviewees argued that buying sex or sexual 

services would expose the company to the risk of being accused for bribery or being 

exposed to blackmail, some argued that such activities would damage the image of 

the company and that it was not decent behavior. 
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A Case Study 

One company that has begun to develop these policies is Skanska, one of the 

world’s leading project development and construction groups, with global 

headquarters in Stockholm. This is a notable case because the construction industry 

is highly male-dominated – 88% of its 55,000 employees are male, and 99% of its 

blue collar workers are male – and often depicted as conservative and resistant to 

change. Determined to become a leader in green initiatives, safety and ethics, the 

company has now embarked on an internal discussion to revise its corporate Code of 

Conduct to explicitly prohibit employees from using the sex industry in connection 

with their work. 

Currently, the Code of Conduct does not have explicit statements prohibiting 

employees from contact with the sex industry in connection with working for Skanska, 

for example on business trips – although the Code requires “a high degree of 

integrity and ethics,” and requires that employees comply with all laws in countries 

where they do business. Such notions are laudable, but vague. 

The revision of the Code of Conduct is being developed in stages. Since all 

employees are required to go through an ethical training every other year, the first 

step was to incorporate policies about buying sex into the training. Ethical dilemmas 

were presented to senior managers in group discussions, to generate feedback and 

hone a new policy. While more time consuming than simply legislating by corporate 

fiat, these discussions enable the management team to anticipate the sorts of 

questions and concerns that employees might have. 

One of the scenarios to be discussed examines sexual harassment. The group 

watches a short video in which a female employee is exposed to harassment in the 

form of graffiti on the workplace. Another scenario involves an employee reporting to 

a manager that “some colleagues visited a strip club and suspected that there where 

prostitutes involved.” Group discussion enabled managers to strategize how to 

respond, and what sorts of issues might arise in similar situations. 

The discussions of these scenarios ripple throughout the company, and generate 

new norms and standards. Skanska believes that it is inappropriate and a violation of 

company policies to participate in the buying of sex – from prostitutes and escorts to 

frequenting a strip club – during business trips. It violates, according to the company, 
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the inclusive work environment, and exposes the company and its employees to 

unacceptable risk. 

Obstacles remain, of course. Even during trainings, employees may not voice their 

concerns because they might be embarrassed about their own behavior on business 

trips and believe themselves subject to exposure as sex buyers if they raise 

objections or concerns. Obvious surveillance problems make it virtually impossible to 

prevent all cases of buying sex, but it both sets people on notice that they risk 

termination if they are found to have purchased sex. More than that, though, the 

company believes that by generating these norms from below, that employees will 

buy in to the company’s position, having generated its new rules from below. 

This process is especially hopeful, especially in such a gender-skewed company as 

Skanska. It suggests that just as policies that target men who purchase sex make 

clear that the “problem” in prostitution lies less with the women who sell and more 

with the men who buy sex. Skanska’s policies underline that, given the opportunity to 

engage in honest conversation about the individual, social, and cultural dynamics of 

the commercial sex industry, men can also be part of the solution. 

—————————- 
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Sex Work 

by Harriet Fraad 

 

Introduction 

The first aspect of this article is a definition of sex work as a kind of labor. Next, I 

define class and discuss class relationships.The last part of this article considers 

class analytics as a way to escape some of the ideological conditions of sex work in 

America including misogynistic, religious, moral condemnation of women’s sexuality, 

particularly sexuality outside of marriage to a man. 

Definitions 

I define sex work as a kind of labor, sexual labor. It is the use of a person’s mind, 

body, and emotion to meet the sexual needs of another human being. Sex work 

produces a sexual service. Like all other work, it is, to use a Marxian definition, an 

expenditure of mind and body over time[i]. I add emotion to that definition because, 

like most labor in producing personal services, sex work often requires emotional 

labor as well as physical labor. 

Labor caring for others can involve emotion, even if the emotion involved is the active 

repression of the service worker’s revulsion at the task, and its disguise with a 

performance of enthusiasm, engagement, desire, pleasure, etc.[ii] 

Sex work can be commodified labor, when it is service work sold for money. Sex 

work can also be non commodified. Sex work can be performed as part of class and 

exploitative relationships as well as a non class and non exploitative relationships. I 

separate class and non-class relationships sharply only for the purpose of analysis. 

Human relationships of any kind are shaped by mutually determining class and non 

class aspects of life which comingle. 

The concept of work is an ideological concept. Sex work itself is shaped by our ideas 

about that work. Concepts of sex work drastically effect our ideas and behavior 

towards sex workers. In the US, sex work is the most dangerous labor. US 

“prostitutes suffer a workplace homicide rate 51 times greater than the next most 

dangerous occupation, working in a liquor store.” On average, American prostitutes 

die at 34 years old. [iii] They are victims of men’s shame, rage, and contempt for both 

men’s own need for other people in general and men’s need for women in particular. 

My analysis removes sexuality, particularly women’s sexuality, from the 

ideological/cultural realm of morality in which women’s sexuality itself becomes a 
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moral issue and a sin.[iv] The moral judgment that emerges from my analysis is a 

moral opposition to class exploitation. 

Class 

What do I mean by class? 

I use the precise new Marxist definition of class.[v] Class is a process, a relationship 

to the work being performed. The key questions one asks to understand that 

relationship are: 

1. Who labors to produce a surplus, i.e., more than s/he consumes? 

2. Who appropriates the fruits of that surplus labor and reaps the benefits of the labor 

performed? 

3.Who gets to distribute the fruits of that labor? 

These very precise, versatile questions allow us to look at class relationships whether 

those relationships occur in a factory or a household, a brothel, or anywhere else. In 

a classic Marxian example, in answer to the question of who labors, a factory worker 

in a capitalist factory produces chairs. Her/his labor adds $100 to each chair. The 

worker gets paid $10. of the value s/he adds per chair. 

Who gets the surplus over the $10. paid to the chair worker, who benefits? In this 

case, the boss or Board of Directors reaps the benefit of the $90. that the chair 

producer added to the chair. 

To the question, who gets to distribute the fruits of the chair producer’s labor? The 

answer is, whoever or whatever the boss or the board of directors decide. They may 

decide to allocate one share of the $90. the worker produced, to the stockholders, 

another share to their own salaries, perhaps a third share to modernize or mechanize 

the chair factory. They may even allocate some of the wealth the worker produced to 

higher salaries for chair producers. The chair worker’s labor I describe is performed 

within a capitalist class process. The amount of $90. that is produced by the worker 

for the capitalist boss or Board is the result of exploitation. Exploitation refers to a 

basic capitalist tenet, one never gives the worker the value of what s/he produced or 
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it would not pay to hire her or him. Exploitation is the process of appropriating the 

extra that others produced. 

In an example, outside of the marketplace a woman who is part of a cohabiting or 

married couple may produce cleanliness, order, cooked meals and emotional care as 

her sole responsibility. Her domestic labor is not commodified. No money is 

exchanged. One portion of the services she performs may be for herself and her 

children, another portion may be appropriated by her man who benefits from order, 

cleanliness cooked meals and emotional labor without performing anything like an 

equal share of that labor. He appropriates a share of her labor that he then may 

distribute by inviting his aging parents, or children from a previous marriage to come 

to the house or live there. He may invite some buddies over and watch football, eat 

snacks and drink beers that she cleans up. Those are just a few ways he may 

appropriate the fruits of her domestic labor. Here, she labors in what Marx called a 

feudal class process. In the feudal class process work is assigned by birth and 

justified ideologically. In this case, birth as a woman may be considered birth into the 

necessity of performing domestic and emotional labor. Just as the Catholic Church in 

feudal Europe provided the ideological justification for serfs’ laboring destiny, gender 

ideology or fundamentalist protestant, Jewish, Mormon, or Muslim religious ideology 

may justify women’s gender destiny to provide domestic, sexual, and emotional labor 

in the household[vi]. The assignment of domestic labor by gender may continue 

whether or not a woman works for money outside the home.[vii] 

The factory worker may labor in a cooperative chair factory within a communal class 

process. S/he may produce the chairs, benefit from the sale of the chairs, and jointly 

decide how to distribute the income earned from selling the chairs. In this case there 

would be no exploitation, because workers are together producing, appropriating and 

distributing the benefits of their collective labor. 

The chair producer could also be an independent craftswoman who makes chairs 

and sells them herself. She performs the labor of chair making, reaps the benefits of 

it, and distributes the benefit income as she sees fit within an independent class 

process. In both the feudal and the capitalist class process the worker is exploited. In 

the communal and independent class process s/he is not exploited. 

Our precise definition of class allows us to track the different class and non-class 

processes in people’s complex lives. For example, a person performing labor in the 
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household also may have different class arrangements in which s/he works. S/he 

might labor in a communal household in which all capable household members share 

the work of cleaning, cooking, child- care emotional care, etc. All may equally benefit 

and together decide how to distribute the surplus they produce. S/he may also work 

in a capitalist factory. When s/he returns home, s/he may knit home-made sweaters 

and sell them on the net within an independent class process. S/he may also come 

home and enjoy knitting sweaters for fun and giving them to friends. In that case, her 

knitting labor is outside of any class process. There is no surplus or extra value that 

is produced in her production for fun. 

The kind of class process involved, may radically alter the personal meaning of a 

persons’ labor. The meaning of household labor to a 1950s woman laboring in a 

home owned by her husband on whom she is financially dependent, may be vastly 

different from the experience and the meaning of household labor to an adult in a 

cooperative or communal household. The class processes involved and the 

relationships involved mean different things at different times and to different people. 

However, by looking at the class relationships and their meanings separately, we can 

better define what is happening.In this article, I apply the 3 class questions to sex 

work. Like all other labor we discussed, sex work changes radically depending on the 

class processes within which it is performed. A sex slave creating value within a 

slave class process has a different set of labor relationships from those of an 

independent sex worker or a member of a sex work coop. This is crucial because we 

reject slavery, feudalism, and capitalism as exploitative, dehumanizing, and 

disempowering class processes. At the same time, we celebrate empowering 

independent choices and communal labor relationships. That is the context of our 

discussion of sex work. 

Sex work is performed within a range of class relationships. A person can be tricked 

or sold as a slave within the slave class process in which his/her body is literally 

owned. S/he is a dehumanized, exploited, commodity that performs sexual services 

for a person or an organization employing the class process of slavery. Her sexual 

labor is commodified if her sexual services are sold for money Sexual slavery is alive 

and increasing in both the US and the UK, even though slavery was abolished by the 

UK in 1833, and the US in 1863.[viii] Sexual slavery can be non-commodified when 

sex slaves are used sexually outside of the market place as they are in various 

places including the United States where girls have been enslaved and used for the 

sexual pleasure of their owners alone .[ix] 
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Sex work can be performed in a way that is similar to feudal labor in which the sex 

worker voluntarily devotes him/herself to a pimp as an act of love. Like the 1950s 

housewife, and the feudal serf, the sex-worker in the feudal arrangement cannot 

easily change employers. Like the housewife of old, her pimp, like her husband, is 

supposed to protect her, however, he has the power to protect or to victimize. The 

sex worker within the feudal class process works within a dehumanizing, exploitative, 

feudal class process in which she is a feudal serf tied to her pimp who exploits her 

sexual labor. The comparison with what I call a “feudal housewife” is not outrageous. 

In the US, all 50 states only criminalized spousal rape in 2005. Before that a wife’s 

sexual labor was legally the sexual property of her husband [x]. 

A sex worker can also work in a capitalist enterprise like those in Las Vegas in which 

s/he is hired to perform sexual services for a capitalist brothel. S/he is paid a salary 

which is a portion of the money the brothel receives from its customers. The capitalist 

owners or their board of directors appropriate most of the customers’ fees. The board 

or owners allocate the money and distribute it as they alone decide. It does not pay a 

capitalist to hire a worker unless the capitalist gains more from the work than s/he 

pays to the worker. The process of giving someone less than their work is worth and 

appropriating the profit is inherent to capitalism, just as taking a use value benefit is 

inherent to feudalism or slavery. 

In ancient feudalism or household feudalism the serf provides use values like farm 

produce or cleanliness and cooked food. The serf/wife is exploited when s/he 

provides more than s/he consumes and delivers the use value goods to the lord of 

the manor. If there is exploitation, economic democracy is denied, the worker’s labor 

enriches another who is empowered by the goods and services delivered. All three 

exploitative class processes slavery, feudalism and capitalism are forms of theft and 

disempowerment. 

There is sex work without exploitation where sex workers decide what services to 

produce, as well as how to produce them. Sex workers, themselves allocate and 

distribute the fruits of their labor. A sex worker can work for him or herself in an 

independent class process where s/he produces, appropriates and distributes the 

fruits of her/his her own labor, or, as we mentioned before, a sex worker can be part 

of a cooperative producing appropriating and distributing the fruits of their labor 

communally. These class processes, the independent and the communal class 

process are not exploitative or immoral. 
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Class processes are enabled by cultural and ideological processes which are not 

class processes but interact to create the ideological and cultural conditions that 

enable class processes. Non-class processes like the ideology of religion have 

powerful effects on the perception of women’s sex as innately sinful. Genesis begins 

the Bible with the condemnation of Eve for her curiousity. Eve’s condemnation is a 

sexual punishment relegating her and all other women to subjugation by their 

husbands. In Genesis, Chapter 3 of the Bible, God addresses Eve, “In sorrow shalt 

thou bring forth children; and thy desire shall be to thy husband, and he shall rule 

over thee.” The Bible, abounds with references to women as property in general and 

sexual property in particular. In just 3 examples David buys Michal, daughter of King 

Saul, with the foreskins of 22 philistines (Samuel18:27). “So I bought her for me for 

15 pieces of silver and for a homer of barley”(Hosea 3.2). After a battle God instructs 

the victors to steal property in this order” 675,000 sheep, 72,000 beeves, 61,000 

asses, 32,000 virgins, (Numbers 31:17-35). The good book states that prostitutes 

should be tortured. “If a priests daughter profane herself by playing the whore, she 

must be burned” (Leviticus 21:9.). Religious influence in the United Sates has a 

powerful ideological role in men’s hatred of female sexuality, particularly women’s 

sexuality outside of marriage to a man. 

American gender ideology which envisions masculinity as invulnerability and trains 

males to reject their personal needs from early childhood also plays a powerful role. 

The one need allowed is a need for sex divorced from a emotional and interactive 

relational context.[xi] That is a huge topic I cannot cover here. However, shame at 

need and denigration of sexuality are cultural, ideological, non-class processes that 

interact with class processes to shape our ideas of female sexuality. Within such 

ideology, sex work is seen by many as automatically dehumanizing and degrading. 

Others have far more sophisticated views. Condemnations of sex in general and 

female sexuality in particular have a lot to do with what were and are misogynist 

religions celebrating women’s subordinate status in marriage. That subordination is 

enforced through a politics that works to remove women’s financial, political, and 

legal possibilities outside of marriage to a man. Those attitudes are changing as 

young Americans are rejecting fundamentalist religion and rigid gender divisions. [xii] 

New Marxian class precision allows us to use class to differentiate dehumanizing and 

exploitative sex work from independent and cooperatively operated sex work which 

can be a respected and respectful form of labor. It is not female sexuality but rather, 
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class exploitation which is immoral. Exploitation robs people of the fruits of their 

sexual labor and their voices in deciding what to produce, how to produce it, allocate 

it and distribute it. That is where morality rests for this author. 

Harriet Fraad lives in New York City where she maintains a full time practice as a 

Mental Health Counselor and hypnotherapist. She publishes extensively on the 

intersection of family, psychology, class and women’s rights. Her latest publications 

written with Tess Fraad Wolff are in The Journal of Psychohistory, (Spring, 2014) and 

the book Imagine Living in a Socialist USA, (2014). 

———————————————————– 

[i] This definition was adopted from the basic text, Knowledge and Class by Stephen 

Resnick and Richard Wolff. Knowledge and Class gave birth to what is called, “new” 

or “overdeterminist “ Marxism. 

[ii] This was first described by Arlie Hochschild in her description of flight attendents, 

The Managed Heart, 1983. U. of California Press, 137-163. The concept was 

developed by Harriet Fraadin “Toiling in the Field of Emotion,” in Class Struggle on 

the Home Front, 2009, Ed. Graham Cassano, New York: Palgrave. 

[iii] These figures are from the most extensive study of prostitutes in the literature, 

Potterat, J., Brewer, D., Muth, S., Rothenberg, R., Woodhouse, D., Muth, J., Stites, 

H., and Brody,S. 2004. V.159, N 8, 778-785. This thorough study provided the basis 

for many studies and articles that followed including, Bennetts, L. Sept. 11, 2009. 

“The Growing Demand for Prostitution.” Newsweek. 

[iv] . A woman’s “virtue” was commonly used as a synonym for her sexual practice or 

abstinence. 

[v] This definition of class was first developed by Stephen Resnick and Richard Wolff 

in Knowledge and Class, 1987, University of Chicago Press, Chicago. It has since 

been developed in countless publications and the Journal, Rethinking Marxism. The 

same new Marxian definition of class was applied to both domestic and personal 

lifeby Harriet Fraad, Stephen Resnick, and Richard Wolff in several essays in Class 

Struggle On The Home Front Ed. Graham Cassano, 2009, New York, Palgrave. 
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[vi] This analysis is developed by H., Fraad, R., Resnick and R., Wolff in “For Every 

Knight in Shining Armour, There’s a Castle Waiting to be Cleaned” in Class Struggle 

on the Home Front, 2009. 

[vii] The Southern Baptist Convention on Men & Women, as well as Mormon, 

Orthodox Jewish, , and Muslim religions proscribe female household labor as well as 

subordination to the leadership of the male household head regardless of women’s 

labor outside of the home. 

[viii] http://pamelageller.com/2014/08/uk-thousands-non-muslim-children-subjected-

appalling-sexual-exploitation-muslim-gangs.html/ 

[ix]http://www.nytimes.com/2003/06/11/nyregion/man-admits-keeping-5-women-in-

bunker-as-sex-slaves.html,http://nypost.com/2013/07/09/been-through-hell-and-back-

cleveland-women-held-captive-as-sex-slaves-speak-out-thank-world-for-support/, 

[x] Jennifer McMahon-Howard. Nov.20, 2009. “Criminalizing Spousal Rape.” in 

Sociological Perspectives, 52, 4., 2009 

[xi]Harriet Fraad, Tess Fraad-Wolff. 1.2014. “Capitalist Profit and Intimate Life “ in 

The Journal of Psychohistory . 41 (4) 258-67. Jackson Katz and Jeremy Earp.. 

“Tough Guise”. www.umass.edu/wost/syllabi/spring03/ToughGuise.pdf. 

[xii] Pew Research Center. Religion and Public Life. Oct. 9, 2012. ”’Nones’ on the 

Rise.”http://www.pewforum.org/2012/10/09/nones-on-the-rise/ 

Frederic Neuman. Jan. 4, 2013. “Fighting Fear: Changing Gender Roles in Marriage.” 

Psychology Today.Pew Research Center. Social Trends. May 29, 2013. 

“Breadwinner Moms.http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/files/2013/05/ 

Pew Research Center. Social Trends. May 29, 2013. “Breadwinner 

Moms. http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/files/2013/05/ 

Breadwinner_moms_final.pdf 
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Prostitution, Liberalism, and Slavery 

by Melissa Farley 

 

Inconvenient statistics, feral facts like the average life expectancy of prostitutes, the 

average age of induction into prostitution, the average income of prostitutes, and so 

forth – hard demographics – have never disturbed those who defined the sex 

business as a force of liberation. The fact that the ‘freedom’ being realized is mostly 

the freedom of men to access the bodies of women and children – or of G8 nations to 

access the markets and raw materials of Third World nations – is conveniently 

overlooked when predation is redefined as progress. (D.A. Clarke, 2004) 

  

Former Swedish Minister of Gender Equality Margareta Winberg noted that in 

prostitution, certain women and children, often those who are most economically and 

ethnically marginalized, are treated as a caste of people whose purpose is to sexually 

service men. Sardonically noting the refusal to recognize prostitution as sexual 

violence, Andrea Dworkin said, “Hurting women is bad. Feminists are against it, not 

for it.”  Yet liberals, including people who describe themselves as liberal feminists, 

have avoided acknowledging that prostitution hurts women.  In their acceptance of 

the institution of prostitution, they have condoned harm against those most 

vulnerable. Far from liberating women from restrictive social roles, prostitution locks 

them into sexist and racist role playing that is often slavery and always a slavery-like 

practice. Liberals agree about the oppression of race, class, and religious 

fundamentalism. But liberal men have assumed that their entitlement to sexual 

access should be more protected than women’s right to survive without prostitution. 

In rape cultures, the sexual terrorism of rape and prostitution are downplayed, 

underestimated, or denied. A prostituted woman explained, “What rape is to others, is 

normal to us.” Prostitution is a cornerstone of rape culture.  Rape cultures normalize 

the objectification and commodification of women as sex and blame victims for their 

own victimization. The global finding that women aged 15-44 are more likely to be 

injured or killed by male violence than from cancer, malaria, traffic accidents and war 

combined – only makes sense when understood as a result of cultural acceptance of 

sexual violence. Prostitution is a commodified form of violence against women, a last-

ditch survival option rather than a job choice. The lies that prostitution is a victimless 

crime, that she chose it, or even that prostitution isn’t really happening at all –enable 

people to avoid the discomfort of knowing about the brutal realities of prostitution. 

And sex businesses rely on social, political and legal denial of denying the harms of 

prostitution. 
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In prostitution, johns and pimps transform certain women and girls into objects for 

sexual use. Many research studies provide evidence for the harms caused by this 

process. The emotional consequences of prostitution are the same in widely varying 

cultures whether it’s high or low class, legal or illegal, in a brothel, a strip club, a 

massage parlor, or the street. There is overwhelming psychological damage from 

sucking ten strangers’ penises a day, from getting raped weekly, and from getting 

battered if you don’t do whatever pimps or johns want.  While sweatshops are 

exploitive and vicious, they don’t involve invasion of all your body’s orifices on a daily 

basis for years or having to smile and say “I love it” when a foul-smelling man your 

grandfather’s age comes on your face. Symptoms of emotional distress resulting 

from prostitution are off the charts: depression, suicidality, post-traumatic stress 

disorder, dissociation, substance abuse, eating disorders. 

Two-thirds of women, men and the transgendered in prostitution in a 9 country study 

met diagnostic criteria for post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).  This level of 

extreme emotional distress is the same as that suffered by the most emotionally 

traumatized people ever studied by psychologists  – battered women, raped women, 

combat veterans, and torture survivors. 

Survivors tell us about the psychological devastation caused by strip club prostitution. 

A woman who worked as a lap dancer at a strip club said, 

“I can no longer tolerate the touch of a man, any man.  A man’s touch has come to 

represent labor and degradation, and a sad, sick feeling of desperation and despair.  

Every sort of hateful, spiteful, rude, venomous remark, I have endured.  Vile anger, 

vomited from the crude, the resentful, the desperate and desolate, has been heaped 

upon me until I have choked on it. I have come away with, not hate, but worse, a 

numb disinterest.” (Jordan, 2004) 

Strip clubs are an integral part of prostitution yet the fiction is maintained that 

prostitution doesn’t happen there. “If I hadn’t had the experience I had working in 

vice,” a police officer said, “I would probably think that strip clubs, escort services 

were cool…  But I think the layperson has no idea what goes on in strip clubs and 

escort services.  I’ve seen the boyfriends, the pimps.  I see how the women are 

treated.  It’s given me a whole different perspective” (Schoenmann, 2003). 
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In order to perform the gynecological demonstration for men in the front row of an all-

nude strip club in Las Vegas, a woman must split off her mind from her body. 

Spreading the labia to permit men to look inside women’s vaginas sends the 

message that “the stripper has no private self, that everything about her is open to 

inspection and invasion, that her very soul is up for grabs, that she can be turned 

inside out, and that she has no boundaries, no conditions, and no limits on who she 

lets in.” (Scott, 1996) 

Just when I think I’ve heard the most horrific example of the liberal denial of sexual 

exploitation, up pops another: impoverished Vietnamese, Chinese, Thai, and Korean 

women are enslaved and transported by organized criminals to San Francisco for 

men’s sexual use. Yet these women have been renamed ‘migrant sex workers.’  

From a neoliberal perspective these trafficking victims are just women in the world’s 

marketplace struggling to cross a border for a better wage.  No sexism or racism is 

understood in this analysis which views immigration policy as the bogeyman. And 

another devastating example of the denial of sexual and racial violence: writing about 

the “paradox of pleasure and violence in racial subjection,” postmodern film professor 

Celine Shimizu (1999) discusses the rapes of slaves by their masters and 

recommends that we not prematurely dismiss “a telling of slavery from the point of 

view of slave sexual contentment.”  These examples are reminiscent of the 18th 

century propaganda released by the British West India Committee  – slave traders 

and ship owners who kidnapped and sold slaves from Africa to British colonists in 

what we now call the Caribbean. The proslavery disinformation disseminated by the 

Committee included renaming slaves “assistant planters.” 

 

The fantasied “high class independent escort” facilitates liberal denial of the harms of 

prostitution; it’s good for business. In that phrase, the implication is that she chose 

prostitution, that she’s making lots of money, and she certainly isn’t being pimped. 

These may be true for 1% of the world’s women in prostitution, but they do not reflect 

the reality of most prostitution. Third-party control is common in prostitution, with 

some estimates of pimping as high as 80% of all prostitution. Pimping and other 

coercive control  meet most legal definitions of trafficking. Elliott Spitzer bought a 

woman from the Emperor’s Club VIP (described in the media as a high class escort 

agency) who was from an abusive home, had been homeless, had a drug problem, 

had pornography made of her when she was 17 by Joe Francis, producer of Girls 

Gone Wild with convictions for prostitution, child abuse, assault, and witness 

tampering. The pimps at Emperor’s Club VIP took 50% of her earnings. Spitzer most 
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likely refused to use a condom, thereby threatening her life according to several 

women he bought for sex. 

Commodification 

Commodification is a cornerstone of sexism and of prostitution. Once a young 

woman is “made into a thing for others’ sexual use” as the American Psychological 

Association’s Task Force on the Sexualization of Girls has defined sexual 

objectification, then the stage is set for sexual violence. Men’s dominance over 

women is established and enforced by the dehumanizing process of sexual 

objectification that is the psychological foundation of men’s violence against women. 

In prostitution, sexual objectification is institutionalized and monetized. Yet when 

liberals confront this commodification, only racism and classism are addressed. In 

justifying women’s commodification, groups such as the International Labor 

Organization point out that between 2 and 14% of the GDP of Thailand, Indonesia, 

Malaysia and the Philippines is based on prostitution. South Korea’s sex industry 

generates 4% of its GDP while the Netherlands nets 5% of its GDP from prostitution. 

Liberalism today subordinates all of us to the corporations. Wages offered women by 

corporations such as Gap, WalMart and Nike are so low that they actually drive 

women into prostitution. Especially vulnerable to corporate control are poor women 

and girls of color who are the supply side of the sex trade but who have been called 

“erotic entrepreneurs.” The branding of any and all consumerism as hip, fun, and 

even democratic has contributed to the acceptance of prostitution. 

The Liberal Belief in Choice and the Denial of Victimization 

Only a tiny percentage of all women in prostitution are there because they freely 

choose it.  For most, prostitution is not a real choice because physical safety, equal 

power with buyers, and real alternatives don’t exist.  These are the conditions that 

would permit genuine consent. Most of the 1% who choose prostitution are privileged 

because of their ethnicity and class and they have escape options.  Poor women and 

women of color don’t have these options. 

“We want real jobs, not blowjobs,” said a First Nations survivor of prostitution in 2009. 

Prostitution exploits women’s lack of survival options. Research conducted in nine 

countries found that 89% of all those in prostitution said that they were in prostitution 

because they had no alternatives for economic survival and that they saw no means 

of escape. In Indonesia another study found that 96% of those interviewed wanted to 
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escape prostitution. Sex discrimination, poverty, racism and abandonment drive girls 

into prostitution. Women in prostitution were sexually abused as kids at much higher 

rates than other women.  So they are defined as ‘whores’ by rapists when they are 

little and they then end up in prostitution  – getting paid for the abuse they have 

grown up with and believing that’s all they are good for. 

Here are four examples of invisible coercions that drive women into prostitution. In 

each case, the woman said that she consented to prostitution but her living 

conditions made prostitution impossible to avoid. An Indian woman said since women 

in most jobs in West Bengal were expected to tolerate bosses’ sexual exploitation, 

prostitution was better pay for what was expected of her in her last job, anyway. A 

woman in Zambia, which had a 90% unemployment rate at the time, stated that she 

“volunteered” to prostitute in order to feed her family. A Turkish woman was divorced, 

and had no means of support in a fundamentalist state that strongly discouraged 

women from working outside the home.  She prostituted in a state-run brothel 

guarded by police. A sixteen year-old was sold by her parents into a Nevada legal 

brothel. Ten years later, she took six different psychiatric drugs that tranquilized her 

enough to make it through a day selling sex. 

Survivors have described prostitution as ‘paid rape,’ and as ‘the choice that is not a 

choice,’ while liberal sex industry apologists insist that prostitution is ‘sex work,’ 

unpleasant labor much like factory work.  The fetishized and objectified woman in 

prostitution is seen by postmodern liberals as benefiting from her own exploitation 

and commodification. The disappearance of the harm of prostitution is not an 

abstraction.  At a Left/Labor conference in Australia, speakers who offered an 

analysis of prostitution as a violation of women’s human rights were denied the right 

to speak. A pseudofeminist speaker who was employed by the sex industry’s Eros 

Foundation spoke instead about prostitution as sexual freedom. We can’t let these 

logical absurdities disappear the truth of women’s experiences in prostitution.  Each 

act of violence that has been made visible as a result of the women’s movement—

incest, sexual harassment, misogynist and racist verbal abuse, stalking, rape, 

battering, and sexual torture—is one point on prostitution’s continuum of violence. 

This violence is denied by liberals who support prostitution as a choice made by 

consenting adults. Liberal sex business apologists declare that opposition to 

trafficking is “sex-slave panic,” and that since many trafficking victims knew they 

would be prostituting, they therefore consented to trafficking. “I’ve never met a Thai 

woman smuggled in for sex work who didn’t know that’s what she’d be coming here 
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to do,” wrote Debbie Nathan. Nathan implies that if a woman knows she will be 

prostituted, she deserves whatever she gets. 

People who are horribly harmed “consent” to lesser harms in order to survive for 

example in totalitarian regimes, battering relationships, slavery, and in prostitution.  

The appearance of consent is actually a creative survival strategy.  But that doesn’t 

mean that those of us who are able to avoid prostitution should then become passive 

bystanders and watch the predatory institution flourish.  The agency of a prostitution 

survivor in avoiding starvation is not the same as the agency of a white European 

American middle class academic. Agency and oppression coexist in women’s lives. 

Both should be named. 

Harm reduction programs that offer support groups and condoms but fail to offer exit 

programs contribute to a denial of the harms of prostitution.  While free condom 

distribution (of female as well as male condoms) can save lives – harm reduction 

programs’ advocates often suggest that this bandaid solution is sufficient.  While 

accepting condoms and support, almost all women in prostitution seek the option of 

escape as well.  They deserve the right to harm elimination (by leaving prostitution) 

as well as the option of harm reduction. 

Again and again women and men tell us that in order to turn tricks they must go 

numb or split off from their real selves or dissociate. Yet the liberal opines that this 

destructive removal of the self is an individual’s free choice.   The payment of money 

hides the erasure of self that is required for survival in prostitution. 

Sex Buyers 

To get to the root of what is really happening in prostitution it is useful to ask:  Who is 

getting off in prostitution?  And who is not getting off?  The inequality of prostitution 

then becomes clearer. Although sex buyers don’t really believe it, women in 

prostitution almost never enjoy the sex. Research interviews shed some light on the 

thinking of sex buyers in the prostitution relationship. Sex buyers who were 

guaranteed anonymity said prostitution was “renting an organ for ten minutes,” and 

that the woman was ” just a biological object that charges for services.” Another man 

said, “I use them like I might use any other amenity, a restaurant, or a public 

convenience.” For example, “If my fiancee won’t give me anal, I know someone who 

will.” 
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Sex buyers are not nice guys who just need to get laid. They are predators. Men’s 

favorable opinion of prostitution is one of a cluster of attitudes and opinions that 

justify violence against women. This includes beliefs that men are superior to women 

and that they’re entitled to sexual access to women. Consistent with other studies of 

men’s sexual aggression, a 2011 study found that compared with a matched group of 

men who don’t buy sex, sex buyers engaged more criminal activity (in addition to 

prostitution), had more nonrelational sexual relationships, a greater number of sex 

partners, and that they used pornography extensively. Sex buyers had less empathy 

than men who didn’t buy sex, were more likely to say they’d rape if they could get 

away with it, and admitted having engaged in more sexually coercive acts with non-

prostituting women than men who didn’t buy sex. 

 

Torture 

Sex buyers commit acts against women in prostitution that meet legal definitions of 

torture. Torture is any act by which severe pain or suffering, whether physical or 

mental, is intentionally inflicted on a person for such purposes as punishing him… or 

intimidating or coercing him or a third person, or for any reason based on 

discrimination of any kind. According to recent definitions, torture can be either a 

private event or one that is state-sponsored. 

Specific acts commonly perpetrated against prostituted women are the same as 

those that define the meaning of torture: verbal sexual harassment, forced nudity, 

rape, sexual mocking, physical sexual harassment such as groping, and not 

permitting basic hygiene. The unpredictable and extreme violence used by pimps in 

prostitution, like that of torture, is used for economic gain as well as sadistic pleasure. 

Systematically and according to well-known methods used by torturers, pimps 

psychologically traumatize women in order to establish control over every aspect of 

their lives. Pimps assume psychological, biological, social, and economic control 

through the use of chronic terror, cunning use of captivity, and isolation from others 

who might offer support and validation. They use starvation, sleep deprivation, 

protein deprivation, conditioned physiologic hyperarousal, unexpected sexual 

violence, and learned helplessness. In prostitution, any autonomy is considered 

insubordination and is actively suppressed by pimps.  The use of torture ensures that 

the prostituted woman will comply with any demands of johns or pimps. Just as 

torturers do, pimps insidiously season violent or coercive strategies with intermittent 

rewards, special favors, promises of relief and, at times, tenderness, all of which 

create a powerful and enduring trauma bond. 
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Pimps and traffickers aim to destroy the self by using the three-pronged strategy of 

torturers—debilitation, dread, and dependency. Torture sends the message that the 

victim is utterly worthless.  Experts on state-sponsored torture have explained that 

the specific goal of sexual torture is to make a captive believe that she is a whore or 

an animal, rather than a human. A survivor explained that the outcome of state-

sponsored torture is that “they make a non-person out of you.” Prostitution, also a 

process of dehumanization, is a dominating transformation of a woman into a special 

commodity in which the man who buys her shapes her into his own physical and 

psychological masturbatory entity.  Evelina Giobbe explained: “The word ‘prostitute’ 

does not imply a ‘deeper identity;’ it is the absence of an identity: the theft and 

subsequent abandonment of self. What remains is essential to the ‘job’: the mouth, 

the genitals, anus, breasts . . . and the label.” (Giobbe, 1991) 

Liberals fail to see in illegal or legal prostitution the same sexual humiliation and 

techniques of state-sponsored torture. Historian Joanna Bourke described the 

photographs of U.S. military sexual torture at Abu Ghraib: “Torture aims to undermine 

the way the victim relates to his or her own self, and thus threatens to dissolve the 

mainsprings of an individual’s personality….  The sexual nature of these acts shows 

that the torturers realize the centrality of sexuality for their victims’ identity. The 

perpetrators in these photographs aim to destroy their victim’s sense of self by 

inflicting and recording extreme sexual humiliation.” 

Liberals viewed this torture of prisoners by the United States at Abu Ghraib with 

shock and horror yet when the same acts were paid for by men who use prostituted 

women, torture was redefined as sexual entertainment. 

Slavery 

Liberals’ failure to acknowledge both the intrinsic violence of prostitution and the 

intersection of sexism, racism, and poverty in prostitution makes it difficult for them to 

understand why abolitionists view prostitution as such a miserably oppressive 

institution. Anthony Gumbs, whose relatives were enslaved, objected to prostitution 

as a version of slavery. 

The current practice in Jamaica of the widespread use of the sanitised or politically 

correct terms ‘sex workers’ when referring to prostitutes, and ‘sex industry’ when 

referring to prostitution, sends a clear message of a trend towards acceptance or 

legitimisation, if not outright legalisation.  Jamaicans have had a long, hard history of 
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brave struggle and sacrifice to lift our people out of the quagmires of slavery, poverty, 

indignity, ignorance and exploitation. Are we ready to give up now?  Surely those 

who must earn their living by renting their genitals, instead of by using their brains or 

hands, are little better off than the slaves of yore in terms of human dignity. Is this 

what we want to be ‘accepted’ … in our beautiful home called Jamaica? Is this what 

we want for any of our people? 

The refusal to confront sexism while at the same time stepping forward to eliminate 

racism is not new.  Abolitionists in the 19th century attacked slavery as profoundly 

unjust and immoral but at the same time refused to support women’s right to vote. 

Suffragist and abolitionist Olympia Brown noted with resentment, “I have often found 

men who, if you could believe their words, were ready to die for the negro but would 

at the same time oppose bitterly any engagement of women’s opportunity or sphere.” 

Slavery is a loss of freedom backed up by violence or the threat of violence. All of the 

elements of slavery are present in the relationship between pimps/traffickers and 

those they prostitute including gross power inequity, physical abuse, and lack of free 

will. All of the forms of coercion and vulnerabilities recognized by the Thirteenth 

Amendment are common in prostitution such as being deprived of food, sleep and 

money, being beaten and being raped, being tortured and threatened with death. A 

slave relationship is characterized by control of movement, control of the physical 

environment, psychological control, measures taken to prevent or deter escape, 

force, threat of force or coercion, subjection to cruel treatment and abuse, control of 

sexuality and forced labor. These modes of control are also characteristic of pimp 

and sex buyer relationships with women in prostitution. 

Slavery is a condition of choicelessness. The experience of prostitution, like slavery, 

varies according to the extent of unfreedom suffered by a woman.  If a woman has 

class and race privilege and if she has family and friends with resources to help her 

out with housing and food, then she is far more able to exit prostitution when she 

wants to. As one man explained, 

I don’t think prostitution is quite the same as rape. Rape is worse. But it’s close to the 

rape end of the spectrum. It’s not rape, because there is superficial consent…On the 

face of it, the prostitute is agreeing to it. But deeper down, you can see that life 

circumstances have kind of forced her into that…It’s like someone jumping from a 
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burning building–you could say they made their choice to jump, but you could also 

say they had no choice. (Farley et al., 2011) 

If a woman in prostitution is physically or mentally controlled by a pimp then she is 

enslaved, without freedom. But less visible factors contribute to her unfreedom. For 

example the more financially desperate she is and the more her life has been limited 

by racist inequality or by sexual assaults then the less freedom she has in prostitution 

and the more limited her resources for escape. Hunger and a lack of education or job 

training can compel a woman into prostitution where it then becomes difficult if not 

impossible to escape.  In the United States, women exchanged sex acts for 

hamburgers (2012) and gas money (2011). 

The commodity fetishism of slave buyers and sex buyers is seen in their obsession 

with detailing the “products” they are buying.  Slave sellers and buyers catalogued 

skin color in fanatic detail. Sex buyers also catalogue details about women they buy 

for sex, criticizing, grading, and bragging about purchased sex via online chat 

boards. Online advertising facilitates trafficking, with up to 80% of today’s sex 

businesses now operating online. 

Planters sometimes mimed the conventions of romance, enabling them to temporarily 

forget that they owned slaves.  Similarly some sex buyers today seek what they 

describe as a “girlfriend experience” in which prostituted women are paid to mimic a 

love relationship. The performance must fool the sex buyer. 

Central to the experience of prostitution and slavery is degradation and humiliation. 

Non-slaves had little understanding of the depths of degradation of slavery according 

to former slave Harriet Jacobs. Similarly, Claude Jaget describes the traumatic 

experience of being selected from a brothel lineup: 

“I’d freeze up inside…It was horrible, they’d look you up and down.  That moment, 

when you felt them looking at you, sizing you up, judging you…and those men, those 

fat pigs who weren’t worth half as much as the worst of us, they’d joke, make 

comments.…They made you turn and face in all directions, because of course a front 

view wasn’t enough for them.  It used to make me furious, but at the same time I was 

panic-stricken, I didn’t dare speak.  I wasn’t physically frightened, but it shook my 

confidence.  I felt really [demeaned]….I was the thing he came and literally bought.  

He had judged me like he’d judge cattle at a fairground, and that’s revolting, it’s 
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sickening, it’s terrible for the women. You can’t imagine it if you’ve never been 

through it yourself.” 

Women who have survived prostitution say that the experience is profoundly 

degrading and that it is as if one becomes “something for him to empty himself into, 

acting as a kind of human toilet.”  In the language of the times, an enslaved woman 

explained, “A slave woman ain’t allowed to respect herself.” Upon refusal to permit 

sexual assault by her owner, an enslaved sixteen year-old was sent from the mid-

Atlantic to a southern state where she was worked to death. One young woman said 

in 2007 that she felt that she was approaching death by prostitution because her 

pimp forced her to work 7 days a week, servicing dozens of men a day. A woman in a 

Nevada legal brothel said, “No one really enjoys being sold. It’s like you sign a 

contract to be raped.” Another woman described Dutch legal prostitution as 

“volunteer slavery.” 

Summarizing the psychological damage of prostitution, a survivor’s description is 

reminiscent of Orlando Patterson’s description of the social death that is caused by 

slavery:  “It is internally damaging. You become in your own mind what these people 

do and say with you.  You wonder how could you let yourself do this and why do 

these people want to do this to you?” 

When women in prostitution begin to accept that role and identify with their pimps, 

physical violence is not necessary to control them. Prostitution is gradually seen as a 

normal if regrettable way of life rather than calculated violence. The coercive control 

employed by pimps causes feelings of terror, helplessness, and dependence in 

prostituted women. A trafficking victim in the United Kingdom explained, “Sometimes 

I don’t see the point in doing anything. It seems useless. When someone has 

controlled you and made decisions for you for so long, you can’t do that for yourself 

anymore.” This same dynamic existed in slavery, with historians noting the vacant 

look of despair in the eyes of the enslaved as she was about to be sold. 

Challenges faced by the abolitionist movement to end slavery in 1840 are echoed in 

today’s movement to abolish prostitution. Buyers and sellers of slaves, and buyers 

and pimps of prostituted women were sometimes described as “kind” or engaging in 

mild or nonviolent slavery/prostitution. Yet the hallmark of slavery and of prostitution 

is that the enslaved or prostituted are subject to domination and to the arbitrary will of 

another person, however that domination is effected. Both institutions occur on a 
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continuum of coercive harm, whether for example she was whipped once or one 

hundred times; whether she was permitted better or worse quality food.  Systems of 

slavery and of prostitution are rotten to the core. Improving the food of slaves or 

offering them medical care during their transatlantic journey did not alter the 

“beastliness” of slavery, as Patterson has named it. Similarly, offering condoms is 

presented as a harm reduction quick-fix solution to the health problems of women in 

prostitution, and legalizing the institution of prostitution is proposed as a solution to 

the “stigma” of prostitution.  Both fail to address the essential beastliness of 

prostitution. 

 

Laws 

A battle is being waged by those who promote prostitution as a reasonable job for 

poor women against those of us who consider prostitution an institution that is so 

intrinsically unjust, discriminatory, and abusive that it can’t be fixed, only abolished. 

Prostitution was described by Friedman in 1996 as sexual slavery and by Bishop in 

1993 as sexual annihilation – in articles published in the liberal magazine, The 

Nation. These views have shifted dramatically. Today liberals including the Greens 

have redefined prostitution as sex work. In that one word – work – the sexism and the 

physical and psychological violence of prostitution are made invisible. 

 

Regulationist laws were proposed to improve the conditions of slavery in the 18th 

century. The argument was that a regulatory law was better than none at all. Over the 

opposition of abolitionists, who feared that it would concede that the slave trade was 

in itself just but had been abused, the law proposed to limit the number of slaves 

based on a ship’s weight, to require every ship to have a doctor, and to record all 

crew and slave deaths. There is a parallel debate today regarding the legalization or 

regulation of prostitution. It is widely but incorrectly assumed that legal prostitution is 

safer than illegal prostitution although evidence to the contrary documents the 

abuses and harms of legal prostitution in Australia, the Netherlands, and Nevada. 

Frank de Wolf, a Labor Party member of the Amsterdam City Council and an HIV 

researcher stated,  “In the past, we looked at legal prostitution as a women’s 

liberation issue; now it’s looked at as exploitation of women and should be stopped.” 

Wherever prostitution thrives, so does sex trafficking.  If you were a pimp, where 

would you market your ‘product?’ Not in Sweden where there’s a law against buying 

or selling people for sex. You would more likely pimp women in countries that provide 
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a legal welcome to pimps: the Netherlands, Germany, Australia and wherever 

prostitution is legally tolerated. Sweden on the other hand  has a feminist prostitution 

law in which buyers of women, pimps, and traffickers are criminalized but prostituted 

people are not. Trafficking has plummeted in Sweden since the law was passed. The 

rationale underpinning the Swedish law is that prostitution is a harmful social 

institution because prostitution always exploits those who are the most vulnerable 

and the most marginalized. 

We can not permit a pimp’s or a sex buyer’s money to cover up the sexual 

harassment, rape, and battering in prostitution. The same oppressive phenomena 

that liberals attack as evidence of the injustice of slavery are defended in prostitution: 

gross power imbalance, objectification, sexual and labor exploitation (yes women in 

prostitution are sometimes expected to clean and cook), coercion, lack of freedom. If 

we ignore the evidence for the structural inequalities of sex, race, and class in 

prostitution and if we ignore the clear statements of women who tell us that they want 

to escape prostitution, then we end up in a postmodern neverland where liberal 

theory unanchored to material reality frames prostitution as a problem of sexual 

choice, workers’ rights or sex trafficking as an immigration problem.  Prostitution is 

the international business of sexual exploitation. Describing the strategic focus on 

sex buyers, a Swedish detective said, “trafficking is a business, we try to destroy the 

market.” Yes.  
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Sex, Work and Capitalism 

by Nancy Holmstrom 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 The current debate regarding sex work is frustrating, which is one of the reasons I 

am writing this article. Counter-posed positions are a good way to generate debate, 

but when they are false counter-positions, it is not likely to be a fruitful debate. The 

title of this symposium Sex Work: Emancipation or Oppression is an example of this, 

but unfortunately it reflects the discussion. Actually this is not a new debate but harks 

back to debates among feminists in the 1980s and resembles debates that went on 

in the nineteenth century. [2] Recent legal changes regarding sex work in some 

countries and under consideration elsewhere have given the debates a practical 

focus and a feeling of urgency. Unfortunately the “sides” in this debate seem so 

solidified, it is difficult to trust a lot of what is written, as writers pick cases and 

evidence that fit their perspective. 

 

Most feminists now agree that sex work should not be criminalized; this just drives it 

underground and causes further hardship to those doing the work.However, this 

position does not take us very far, as there are countless public and private actions 

which might be morally/politically problematic, but where legal prohibitions would be 

impractical, intrusive or counterproductive. Socialist feminists[3] need to say more 

about the nature and context of sex work, the effects of different legal policies on 

women and to analyze these within our anti-capitalist and anti-patriarchal values. In 

this paper I will primarily be focusing on the political philosophical issues central to 

the debate, but in conclusion I will indicate the practical directions to which I think my 

analysis points. Others will be addressing different programs and policies in detail. 

WHAT IS SEX WORK? 

“Sex work” can be conceived broadly or narrowly. Women’s bodies are objectified 

and commodified throughout our capitalist and patriarchal society. Whether the 

commodity is toothpaste, cars, clothes, music or food, women’s bodies or body parts 

are used to attract buyers and excite or calm customers. (I once had to wear an 

abbreviated leopard print outfit for a waitress job.) So even many “normal” jobs done 

by women could be seen as being to some extent sex work. Then there are the jobs 

more usually understood as sex work, which are quite varied, from stripping, pole 

dancing or lap dancing, “dirty-talking” conversation, erotic massage, fetish work, 

pornographic modeling or acting, and selling sexual services. So the category of sex 

work should be seen as a continuum. 



 
 

91 
 

There is no question these are all work and should be recognized as such. However, 

although it is useful politically to unite all sex workers, for this paper I will concentrate 

on the sale of sexual services, usually called prostitution, as the paradigm case of 

sex work. It is the most stigmatized and also the most controversial and problematic 

from a feminist moral/political point of view. It is imperative in the discussion that we 

recognize and keep in mind the huge variations within the business of prostitution, 

depending on whether it is part time, occasional or full-time, whether it is in hotel 

suites or on the streets, whether it is high paid and relatively safe or highly dangerous 

and poorly paid, whether the prostitute is an adult or very young, addicted or not, 

subject to direct coercion or not, and so on. When we are urged, therefore, to 

consider the experience of prostitutes themselves, it is important to know who it is 

that is speaking. But leaving aside these differences for the moment, all forms of 

prostitution – by definition – involve “payment for unilateral use of a woman’s body 

without desire or erotic attraction on her part.”[4] I am limiting my discussion to the 

sale of sex by women to men, as women make up 80% of “the commercial sex 

workforce”[5] and men are the vast majority of buyers of sex from men as well. 

Transgender people appear to be over-represented in prostitution, perhaps because 

their access to other employment is limited by transphobia. (Despite these clear 

gender patterns, an odd feature of some of the debate is that it is carried on in 

gender-neutral language!) What I have to say about prostitution should apply to the 

other occupations on the sex work continuum to a greater or lesser extent depending 

on their proximity to prostitution. 

POLITICAL/ECONOMIC CONTEXT: 

We live in days of hyper-charged global capitalism with greater inequality globally 

and domestically than at any point in history. Neo-liberalism has meant cutbacks in 

already-meager or non-existent social supports. Some have profited enormously in 

this environment, some a little, and others not at all. Women are disproportionately 

among the latter group. Everywhere peoples’ aspirations are higher. This 

political/economic context has created both a greater supply and a greater demand 

for sex workers. Women now make up half of the world’s migrants, legal and illegal. 

Some women migrate in order to become sex workers, some are recruited and 

helped to get into the business, often under false pretenses, and others are trafficked 

by criminal gangs – and these should not be conflated.[6] Undocumented immigrants, 

often racialized, are particularly vulnerable to abuse. The newly rich in some 

countries buy a night at a brothel for colleagues and friends the way one buys a 

round of drinks; most men working in a globalized industry can now afford a 
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prostitute. Sex is a multi-billion dollar growth industry globally, and it is a central piece 

of many developing countries’ economies. Our pensions may be invested in huge 

“entertainment” and “hospitality” corporations where sex is available for purchase. At 

the lowest end of the industry, the women are literally enslaved.[7] 

EMPOWERMENT VS POWER, AGENCY and FREEDOM 

To say that all kinds of sex work are work, as they certainly are, says nothing about 

their voluntariness (after all, slaves work), or about what moral value we should place 

on this work. These are the questions to be addressed next. 

The word empowerment is often used in this discussion, and it is important to 

distinguish it from actual power. Empowerment refers to a psychological quality of an 

individual. Power, on the other hand, can be used to apply to individuals or very large 

groups, but it refers to objective, not subjective phenomena. Note that something 

could be “empowering” for certain women, but dis-empowering for women in general. 

Also note that if something is empowering for an individual, it does not follow that 

they have more power. In the literature about sex services there is a lot of 

ethnographic evidence that prostitutes have different kinds and levels of negotiating 

power. Some have little or none and others have more, for example, whether or not 

they can refuse to work with a particular customer or refuse to do certain acts. One 

study of prostitutes in New Zealand found that many said that the new law, which 

makes it illegal to purchase sex without a condom, had increased their ability to force 

clients to wear them. 

Along with empowerment, the concepts of agency, emancipation and free or 

voluntary choice are employed in this debate, but often in unclear ways. Acts and 

choices are not simply free or unfree. Rather, freedom is always relative, on a 

continuum, in a context. So to counter-pose oppression and empowerment, as so 

many writers do, is misleading. An act/choice could be more free than the 

alternatives, it could be an expression of agency and personal empowerment to that 

extent, but still be profoundly unfree because of the paucity of choices that the agent 

would prefer. 

A poignant and extreme, non-sexual, example of this point is found in the prize-

winning book Behind the Beautiful Foreversabout life in a Mumbai slum: Meena, a 

young woman who is forbidden to go to school, often beaten, facing an arranged 

marriage in a village, has a friend Manju whom she only talks with at the public 
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toilets. “The minutes in the night stench with Manju were the closest she had ever 

come to freedom.” Shortly thereafter she eats rat poison… 

“She wasn’t acting out of anger… She’d thought it through – had consumed two 

tubes of rat poison on two other days, but had started to vomit, which led her this 

time to mix the poison with milk. She hoped the milk would keep the poison in her 

stomach long enough to kill her. 

This was one decision about her life she got to make. It wasn’t easily shared with a 

best friend.” In hospital she says “I decided for myself.”…. 

“She was fed up with what the world had to offer,” the Tamil women concluded. 

Meena’s family, upon consideration, decided that Manju’s modern influence was to 

blame.”[8] 

If Meena had chosen to run away and become a prostitute the same point would 

apply; an agent can judge an option to be the best of the available options and 

choose it carefully and deliberately; hence the act could be said to be free, or 

empowering, or an expression of agency – but only in the most minimal sense – 

because at the same time, a choice is profoundly unfree if it is merely the least evil of 

the options available. 

Consider an example further towards the free end of the continuum, of poor single 

mothers who choose sex work “not simply as a survival strategy; [but] as 

an advancementstrategy.”[9] They believe that sex work will be more lucrative than 

factory or domestic work, especially in a sex tourist destination like Sosua, Dominican 

Republic. Seeking to escape not only poverty, but the machismo of their countrymen, 

their goal is to find a tourist who will take them out of the country. In most cases, that 

hope turns out to be illusory and they return home as poor as when they left; this is 

true even for the ones who do manage to get a visa. Faced as they are both with 

capitalism and patriarchy, their carefully thought-out strategies, which the researcher 

takes pains to stress, can take them only so far. Again, this example shows there is 

no inconsistency between saying people are exercising resourcefulness and agency, 

attempting to maximize their possibilities, but within very oppressive constraints. 

Thus, the conditions under which people choose determine to what extent their 

choices are free; these conditions can pose obstacles to doing something or they can 

enable them. More precisely, to say one is free is to say one is free from an obstacle 

preventing one from doing something; one is unfree to dosomething because an 
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obstacle prevents one from doing it. Thus one can be free to do something with 

respect to one obstacle and unfree to do it with respect to another obstacle. The 

obstacles may be physical or may involve persons in some significant way. Thus 

legal restrictions have been obstacles to women living their lives as they want, as has 

direct force or threat of force, both of which count as coercion. But people can limit 

others’ freedom in less overt ways. Certain kinds of proposals or offers can also 

prevent someone from acting freely. For example, if an employer offers a dangerous 

and low paid job to someone whose only alternative is starvation for her and her 

family, this should count as a “forcing offer.”[10] 

 

Not only individuals, but social institutions may limit someone’s freedom. This can be 

missed if we focus only on individuals. The absence of childcare can prevent a 

woman from taking a job and the need for medical care can force someone to take a 

dangerous job they hate. More generally, lack of money functions as an obstacle to 

people acting freely, despite the opinion of many learned philosophers to the 

contrary.[11] Certainly, it is experienced as such. Finally, internal obstacles (often 

caused by the external constraints) can limit one’s freedom: mental illness or 

addiction, or lack of self-confidence, fears, patriarchal ideas of gender roles, guilt or 

shame.[12] All these kinds of obstacles would have to be eliminated for women to 

choose more freely whether or not to be prostitutes. 

A“WORK ETHIC INSTEAD OF A SEX ETHIC?” 

Calling prostitution work is an attempt to remove it from sexual moralizing and from 

the picture of all prostitutes as victims, thereby opening up possibilities for prostitutes 

to organize for rights as workers. But some critics, in particular, Kathi Weeks and 

Peter Frase, have argued that calling prostitution sex work buys into a different 

morality, the work ethic, claiming legitimacy by association with traditional work 

values. And this ethic must be resisted by radicals.[13] From their perspective, the 

problem with sex work is “not the sex, but the work.” Frase quotes a sex worker who 

says yes, it’s degraded; but so is all work in capitalist society. While this anti-(or post-

)work politics has some political validity, we think it is over-simplified and unhelpful in 

this debate. After discussing work in general we turn to the question of sex work in 

particular. 

If selling sexual services is work, how should we understand that work? To address 

this question it is worth a detour into Karl Marx’s rich discussions of work/labor, which 

I believe are unrivaled in their subtlety, but which have often been misinterpreted. As 
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readers know, Marxists contend that all wage labor involves exploitation and 

alienation and that this is a chief reason why capitalism should be replaced by “a 

higher form of society,” as Marx often put it. In capitalist societies, workers are free of 

legal bonds but also free of any means of subsistence. Hence they have no choice 

but (i.e. they are forced) to work for the owners of the means of production who 

control the labor process and the laborer and who get to keep the product of their 

labor. This – in great brevity – is exploitation and also alienation.[14] 

Defenders of capitalism describe the situation differently, of course. In capitalism they 

say, everyone owns something, even if it is only “themselves,” and hence their own 

labor power, and therefore that the wage relation is a voluntary exchange between 

two individual commodity owners, simply a buyer and a seller. The two principal 

classes that constitute capitalism, with their vastly unequal power vis-a-vis this 

“transaction”, disappear. But to call either labor or labor power a commodity is 

essentially a legal fiction (like declaring corporations persons). Certainly labor power 

is unlike other commodities; unlike other things I “own,” it can’t be stolen or left on the 

bus! This is because it consists of mental and physical energies, capacities, 

potentials, and hence cannot be separated from the laborer to whom they belong, but 

exist only in “his living self,” Marx says. Labor is the expression of these.[15] 

Wherever my labor power/labor goes, I have to go with it; whatever is done to it, is 

done to me. So the worker who “sells their labor power” is selling their selves to the 

owner, albeit with temporal and other limitations.[16] The domination of capitalists 

over workers due to their monopoly of the means of production is continually 

reproduced and increased through the process of production. 

Behind Marx’s condemnation of wage labor as exploited and alienated is a very 

different view of what human labor can and should be. In a very early work, The 

Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts on alienation, Marx says “The whole 

character of a species – its species character – is contained in the character of its 

life-activity; and free, conscious activity is man’s species character.”[17] Thus one 

aspect of alienation is alienation from the human species character. This view of the 

special character of human labor is elaborated upon in a much later work The 

Grundrisse, where he criticizes Adam Smith’s account of work as sacrifice, saying 

that while this is true of exploited work (“external, forced labor”, this is not true of work 

as such. Yes, work always involves some external goal, he says, but overcoming 

obstacles can be liberating when they are goals set by the individual; then work is 

“self-realization, objectification of the subject, hence real freedom, whose action is, 
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precisely, labor.” In the same passage he criticizes the utopian socialist Fourier, 

whose views sound like the anti-work writers. In contrast to Fourier’s vision of labor in 

a socialist society as essentially play, Marx says “Really free working, e.g. composing 

is at the same time precisely the most damned seriousness, the most intense 

exertion. ‘[author’s emphasis][18] 

 

In Capital III Marx distinguishes different kinds of necessity and different kinds of 

freedom. He distinguishes a realm of necessity and a realm of freedom. In any 

society, he says there will always be some labor required by physical necessity – but 

this, he says, is consistent with a different kind of freedom: 

 

“Freedom in this field can only consist in socialized man, the associated producers, 

rationally regulating their interchange with Nature, bringing it under their common 

control, instead of being ruled by it as by the blind forces of Nature; and achieving 

this with the least expenditure of energy and under conditions most favorable to, and 

worthy of, their human nature. But it nevertheless remains a realm of necessity. 

Beyond it begins that development of human energy which is an end in itself, the true 

realm of freedom, which, however, can blossom forth only with the realm of necessity 

as its basis. The shortening of the working day is its basic prerequisite.”[19] 

This account of freedom within necessity as consisting of rational collective control 

underscores the connection between Marx’s view of human nature and his 

commitment to a radical democratic vision of socialism. 

So in Marx’s view labor (work) is not inherently oppressive. In fact, when it is 

determined by an individual’s wants, needs, passions, it is free in the fullest possible 

sense. When on the other hand, the work is required by the facts of nature, (i.e. what 

satisfies our physical needs requires work to get it), it can still be free in a more 

limited sense, if it is we who decide how to do it. Finally, within wage work, though 

always exploited from a Marxist point of view, there are many variations which make 

the work better or worse for the worker: the amount of control exercised by the 

worker, how direct is the capitalist’s control over the worker/work, the remuneration 

and respect accorded to it, how intrinsically attractive or repulsive the work is to the 

worker, how difficult and how dangerous it is, physically or emotionally, and so on. 

Marx’s accounts in Capital of the degradation of work as capitalism developed, of the 

loss of all “charm” and “interest,” making the work a kind of “torture,” of the de-skilling 

of the worker, of transforming the worker into “an appendage of the machine,” are 
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eloquent testimony to his appreciation of this fact (as is the participation of Marxists in 

struggles for better working conditions.) Some workers in capitalism enjoy their work, 

believing it to be worthy work, some few are even fortunate enough to do for pay 

what they would want to do anyway. Thus Marx’s general account and condemnation 

of wage labor as exploited and alienated in no way denies these qualitative and 

quantitative differences – which we will draw on when we discuss sex work in 

particular. But his concluding line in the quote above about the necessity of a shorter 

work day reaffirms that we all need more time to pursue the activities we most care 

about, “really free working,” whether these be composing music, teaching children or 

working on machines. We also need more time for “eating, sleeping, procreating,” but 

these activities do not have the same distinctively human importance for Marx. 

 

Notice that this critique of wage labor is distinct from a critique of the work itself. A 

great deal of the work done in capitalism would not be done in a socialist society (e.g. 

wasteful production of junk or products designed for obsolescence, figuring out how 

to get people to buy things they don’t need or manufacturing instruments of torture). 

On the other hand, much other work that is done today would be necessary in any 

society, including an ideal non-capitalist one, although it would be done in humane 

and environmentally sustainable ways. The latter point entails that there would have 

to be substantially less production of things altogether. This eco-socialist argument 

dovetails with the goal of the anti-work writers. Meanwhile, however, an anti-(or post-

)work politics should not be used to deny the important qualitative and political 

differences between types of work or the importance of the struggle for better jobs. 

Therefore we can ignore this perspective in our analysis of sex work. 

 

IS SEX SPECIAL? 

Most prostitution, and sex work in general, is exploited in a Marxist sense in that 

pimps, brothel owners, and perhaps multi-national corporations are making a profit 

from the sale of the prostitute’s labor. But if this exploitation were removed because 

the prostitute worked for herself, as some do today, or for a sex workers’ cooperative, 

would it still be problematic? In other words, does the moral/political objection to 

prostitution go beyond the exploitative character of most of the work? If it were de-

criminalized, should it be seen as similar to any other service work? The 

Economist recently editorialized for just this position with a cover depicting a sexy 

young woman cutting her ball and chain, and some feminists agree. The key to her 

freedom according to The Economist is the Internet, allowing her to transact freely 

with prospective clients, negotiate the services and price and pointed to web sites 
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where clients can evaluate their experience, like on Trip Advisor, and sites where 

prostitutes can expose bad clients, e.g. Blacklist. The web service would be 

something like Task Rabbit, but instead of selling babysitting, shopping, housework, 

painting, paper work, etc., the services would be sexual intercourse (anal intercourse 

at a higher price), fellatio (without a condom a high price), spanking or heavier S&M 

(also more expensive), masturbation, etc.[20] 

 

Though the precarity of the working conditions are similar and perhaps the average 

pay might be the same (because so many can enter the business so easily), or 

better, I do not think that the latter commodified sexual services are the same as the 

service work done by the Task Rabbits. This opinion is not based on sexual prudery 

(on the contrary), on outdated romantic notions, or on the belief that all prostitutes are 

victims (though many are). In part, my judgment regarding most instances of 

prostitution is based on the political economic context discussed earlier; economic 

pressures put the choice to do this work decidedly on the unfree side of the 

free/unfree continuum for the great majority. However, even for those in a situation 

allowing a greater variety of choices that are not totally awful, I believe that 

prostitution is not “simply a kind of service work” and is not work that feminists should 

regard as unproblematic. 

What is the prostitute selling? Certain sexual services. But just as rape is not 

primarily about sex, prostitution is about more than that. For most individuals, sexual 

satisfaction is, after all, as Carole Pateman has pointed out, always “at hand.” And 

sexual services cannot be separated from the sale (or rent) of the body that supplies 

those services.[21] The client is buying the right to use a woman’s body as he 

wishes, without any desire on her part. Once she has contracted to provide a 

particular service – assuming she has this power to set limits – she has to allow him 

toenter into her body, her vagina, her mouth, her anus, to put his hands all over her 

body, and she must do whatever she has contracted to do to his body with her hands 

and mouth. This is domination at a most intimate level, whether or not he plays the 

dominating role in the interaction; it may be he who wants to be penetrated or 

spanked. It is the client’s power to determine that and how he gets sexual satisfaction 

from a prostitute that makes male domination central to prostitution, not a male desire 

to dominate. 

 

And, except at the lowest end of the business where there is no pretense, she must 

pretend to be enjoying it; the interaction, therefore, is always a charade, a 
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performance on the prostitute’s part. Thus what the client is buying (renting) is not 

only her body, but the (appearance of) her emotions.[22] If she just lies there and 

looks at her watch, he will not be satisfied; an important part of what he is buying is 

the appearance of her pleasure. His motivation may be to dominate a woman, to 

affirm his masculinity to himself or others, to have (particular kinds of) sexual 

experiences because he cannot get them without paying for them, or he may be 

looking for bodily/emotional connection (kissing costs more too), or to have a 

“girlfriend experience” without responsibilities. Whichever it is, the prostitute is selling 

him the right to use her body in this way. This indicates an important difference from 

the employment contract, as Pateman has pointed out. What the capitalist is paying 

workers for is to use their bodies to make products, and workers’ bodies can be 

replaced by machines. Not so in prostitution 

Of course, “emotional labor” is not unique to prostitutes. Arlie Hochschild’s work[23] 

has shown how much work today, especially by women, involves emotional labor, 

where workers pretend to feel what they do not feel because delivering the service in 

a certain way is part of the service. She shows that there is a serious cost: the 

alienation of workers from their feelings. The flight attendant becomes estranged 

from her smile, she says; it is not hers anymore. Hochschild’s powerful work is 

illuminating of the emotional dimension of most prostitutes’ work, but it does not 

convey the half of it since other emotional labor jobs do not involve letting a client use 

her body as he wishes. While Pateman’s distinction between the employment 

contract and the prostitute/client relationship is less true of service work, many 

services – from bank tellers to sales people to financial planners – are now self 

service through machines and the Internet. Even flight attendants, because of speed 

up and feminism, are no longer required to give such personal feminized service. 

It is because human sexual experiences are highly intimate and both physical and 

emotional that they can range from ecstatic to horrific and everything in between. 

Only with great effort of dissociation is sex ever purely physical, which can be a 

useful defense, but this often takes a psychic toll. Consider the fact that prostitutes, 

especially street prostitutes, as well as soldiers and war victims, often suffer from 

PTSD, whereas other low status, dangerous, physically demanding jobs don’t have 

that particular effect, which is due to its emotionally damaging experiences, as much 

as violence and fear of violence.[24] The body is where we experience pleasure and 

pain. Indeed, it is the original site of emotions, of our very selves. Research has 

shown that babies who are not picked up and held are damaged emotionally and 
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may “fail to thrive” physically, even when their basic physical needs are met. So the 

right kind of physical contact is crucial to emotional and physical well being. On the 

other hand, the wrong kind of physical contact can be traumatic. Even when 

conscious memory is gone the body retains experiences, e.g. of abuse, which is why 

abusers were usually abused as children. That’s why we tell children that they should 

decide if they want to be touched and how. Thus selling sexual services is not like 

selling other services. Selling intimate bodily experiences is a kind of ultimate 

alienation (which has degrees, as discussed above). 

 

In a non-patriarchal, non-capitalist society, would this still be true? Yes and no. Since 

human beings are simultaneously physical and emotional/social beings, the body and 

its experiences, early and throughout life, including how an individual decides to use 

it, would still be crucial to that person’s physical and emotional well-being. In the 

absence of patriarchal and capitalist pressures to use their bodies in dangerous and 

degrading ways, some women might nevertheless choose to provide sex to strangers 

without desire on their part. (Let us take at face value their answer to the question of 

why they choose this). Some might even choose to do it as a regular thing, as a 

service to those who were unable to satisfy their sexual and emotional needs through 

personal relationships. But if so, that would be more like being a sex therapist than 

what is understood today as a prostitute (consider the film The Sessions) The crucial 

point is that the power relationships of the society at large and between the two 

people would be totally different – and hence both its nature and its effects, both 

individually and socially, would be different. 

My description of sex in prostitution as ultimate alienation is similar to sex in 

patriarchal marriages in that husbands control when and how they have sex with their 

wives. (Consider how recently the very concept of marital rape was considered 

incoherent.) Sometimes women do not get to choose their husbands in the first place 

or they do so for financial reasons. Thus socialist feminists have always been fierce 

critics of traditional marriages. Emma Goldman referred to “prostitution – public and 

private,” saying “… it is merely a question of degree whether she sells herself to one 

man, in or out of marriage, or to many men…..” From the 19th and early 20th century 

figures like Emma Goldman and Alexandra Kollontai to socialist feminists today, the 

central goal has been sexual liberation: the freedom to choose if and when and how 

and with whom to have sexual relations. Women should be free to choose whatever 

partner, male or female, they want and to have sex for love, for lust, for friendship, for 

fun, for procreation, for comfort or whatever else the lovers want. Fortunately, in 
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developed countries especially, women and men are more and more able to form 

personal relationships based on love and friendship rather than direct coercion from 

families and the law.[25] Same sex couples are a dramatic example of the enormous 

expansion of human freedom and personal happiness that this has brought. 

 

The fiction at the heart of capitalist ideology that one can sell parts of one’s self 

without selling oneself, and that doing so is an exercise of freedom rather than 

domination has led to the commodification of everything that people do not resist in 

defense of other values,[26] intruding into the most intimate areas of our lives. 

Libertarians see nothing wrong with selling one’s organs. But while that may be all a 

person has to sell, this should never be construed as a free act. The same is true of 

sex; it may in fact be the only “commodity” a woman has to offer on the market, but 

this should be understood as an expression of the poverty of her choices in our 

capitalist patriarchal system. 

WHAT IS TO BE DONE? 

Given our global political/economic system, both the demand for prostitutes and their 

supply are not likely to be eliminated anytime soon. The challenge for socialist 

feminists therefore is how to support women working as prostitutes without giving up 

our critique of the work and the institution of prostitution. But support for the women 

in the business must always be conjoined with struggles to change the political 

economic conditions that push so many into it. We should fight for jobs with living 

wages, affordable housing and childcare, substance abuse programs, help with 

immigration problems and whatever else sex workers say they need. 

A first step is recognizing that prostitution is work and that those in the business 

deserve the same protections as citizens and as workers as everyone else. 

Egregious conditions sometimes exist in the industry, including debt bondage and 

other slavery or slavery like conditions. However, these are neither inherent nor 

unique to the sex industry. Women and men are trafficked or caught in debt bondage 

to work in agriculture, manufacture, carpet weaving and as domestics. But of these 

super-exploited people, prostitutes are the only ones who are also criminalized, 

depriving them of what international and local legal protections exist. Though not 

enforced as they should be, these conventions provide some basis for pressure by 

those affected and by their supporters. Therefore all laws against the selling of sex 

should be removed. Then prostitutes will be free to organize and work with other sex 

workers and activist organizations to improve their conditions and those in other 
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industries. Given their limited options some women will choose prostitution as the 

best available option; indeed some go to great lengths to get into the industry. They 

should not be deprived of their right to make this choice.[27] 

In recent years other legal changes have been put into effect that seek to protect 

prostitutes and promote feminist goals. In 1999 Sweden adopted a law de-

criminalizing the selling of sex, but criminalizing the client, the pimp and the brothel 

owner. It has since been enacted elsewhere and has become known as the Nordic 

model. I am sympathetic to their goals of protecting the women in the trade, but 

reducing the number of women choosing it, which, they argue, is in the best interests 

both of prostitutes and women throughout society (and ultimately of men as well).[28] 

However, I have some doubts about the model. If in fact prostitution is the best option 

for a woman given her particular circumstances, then criminalizing her clients will 

make it difficult for her to do the job. Sweden’s social support system gives women 

better choices than in most countries. However even there it is not clear how the law 

has worked. (I leave others to examine this question in detail.) In poorer countries, 

and less generous countries like the United States, such a law would be 

counterproductive to prostitutes’ interests. They are doing the work because they feel 

they have to. 

A variant of the Nordic model that would not have this disadvantage is more attractive 

to me: de-criminalizing both the selling and the buying of sex, but criminalizing pimps 

and brothel owners. The reasons are simple. First, no one should be allowed to profit 

from the labor of prostitutes except prostitutes themselves. Second, the profitability of 

the sex business creates an enormous incentive to recruit women into the business. 

Such a law would help to eliminate that incentive. One line of objection to this 

proposal would be that prostitutes need the protection they get from pimps and 

brothels. My response is that prostitutes could organize to provide for themselves 

whatever benefits they may sometimes get from pimps and brothels. They can hire 

someone as a driver or bodyguard, they can rent an apartment from which they can 

work and organize the work themselves in a cooperative way. Another objection 

would be that such a law could expose friends, relatives, employees and landlords of 

the prostitute to arrest because they are mistaken as pimps and brothel owners. This 

is possible, just as innocent parents are occasionally arrested for child abuse. This 

shows the importance of careful crafting of the law to minimize the arrest or 

harassment of those who are not pimps or brothel owners. It also would require 
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education and training of the police and active involvement by prostitutes’ 

organizations to monitor the effects of the law.[29] 

I offer the above proposal in a very tentative way. I am far from an expert and the 

crucial question is how it would work in practice. At this stage I think we need to 

experiment with different legal and social models and see what works and what does 

not, working towards best practices to advance the interests of those in the sex 

business and support those who wish to leave. Whatever legal changes and social 

policies are considered vis-a-vis the sex industry, the organizations of sex workers 

themselves should be given a central role in formulating and implementing them. But 

finally, legislation should never be the central part of the discussion.  

 This article was originally going to be co-authored with Johanna Brenner. For 

reasons of space, different foci and somewhat different conclusions, we decided to 

do separate articles. But her contribution was invaluable throughout the writing of this 

article. I also wish to express my thanks to the following for their helpful suggestions 

and comments: Alexandra Holmstrom-Smith, Laura Esikoff, Jan Haaken, Meena 

Dhanda, Eleni Varikas, and Elizabeth Rapaport. 
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