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The women who are really being emulated and obsessed over in our culture now – strippers, porn stars, pinups – aren’t even people. They are merely sexual personae, erotic dollies from the land of make-believe. In their performances, which is the only capacity in which we see these women we so fetishize, they don’t even speak. As far as we know, they have no ideas, no feelings, no political beliefs, no relationships, no past, no future, no humanity.

– Ariel Levy

When you consider how expansive something like prostitution really is, it should be alarming that we rarely hear the actual voices of people who have firsthand experience in this industry. When I think about the relevance of prostitution in social movements as well as its stark exclusion from them, I cannot help but wonder about the compelling opportunity for linkage, about the aspects of radical social justice movements that parallel the prostitution rights movement, that of visibility, autonomy and equanimity from the ground up.

– Pluma Sumaq
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Introduction

Sex workers are everywhere.* We are your neighbours. We brush past you on the street. Our kids go to the same schools as yours. We’re behind you at the self-service checkout, with baby food and a bottle of Pinot Grigio. People who sell sex are in your staff cafeteria, your political party, your after-school club committee, your doctor’s waiting room, your place of worship. Sex workers are incarcerated inside immigration detention centres, and sex workers are protesting outside them.

Although we are everywhere, most people know little about the reality of our lives. Sex workers are subject to a lot of curiosity and discussion in popular culture, journalism, and policy. When we are visible as workers – on the street, in signposted brothels, in digital spaces – our presence provokes disquiet. We are increasingly visible as workers in political spaces, and here too our presence provokes disquiet. Many people want to stop us from selling sex, or fix the world so we don’t need to, or just ensure they don’t have to look at us. But we are notoriously hard to get rid of, at least through criminal law.

Prostitution is heavy with meaning and brings up deeply felt emotions. This is especially the case for people who have not sold sex, and who think of it in symbolic terms. The idea of prostitution serves as a lightning rod for questions about work, masculinity, class, bodies; about archetypal villainy and punishment; about who ‘deserves’ what; about what it means to live in a community; and about what it means to push some people outside that community’s boundaries. Attitudes towards prostitution have always been strongly tied to questions of race, borders, migration, and national identity in ways which are sometimes overt but often hidden. Sex work is the vault in which society stores some of its keenest fears and anxieties.

Perhaps the most difficult questions raised by prostitution involve what it means to be a woman in a patriarchal society. Feminist writer Kate Millett notes feminist rhetoric suggesting ‘that all women are prostitutes, that marriage is prostitution’.1 Sex workers have long noted with ambivalence the interplay between prostitution as a site of metaphor and as an actual workplace. In 1977, the sex worker led collective PROS – Programme for Reform of the Law on Soliciting – wrote (in the iconic UK feminist magazine Spare Rib) that it wanted the women’s liberation movement ‘to think about the whole thing [prostitution] and discuss it, but not just use it’, explaining that the women’s movement has ‘used the word prostitute in a really nasty way – about housewives, to sum up their idea of the exploited situation of women’.2 They noted that this interest in the metaphorical uses of prostitute was not accompanied by much practical support for sex workers’ efforts to tackle criminalisation.

In some ways, little has changed. Contemporary feminists’ disapproval of prostitution remains unmoored from pragmatism. More political energy goes to obstructing sex work than to what is really needed, such as helping sex workers avoid prosecution, or ensuring viable alternative livelihoods that are more than respectable drudgery. As trans sex worker community leader Ceyenne Doroshow has said: ‘If you don’t want sex workers doing the work, sweetie, employ them! Employ them, have a solution!’3

Our concern is for the safety and the survival of people who sell sex. Like Doroshow and PROS before us, we are ultimately focused on the practical and material rather than the symbolic or metaphorical. Approaching sex work from this perspective provokes certain questions. What conditions best enable someone who wants to quit sex work to do so? What conditions lead people to sell sex, or make sex work their only opportunity for survival? What gives a sex worker more power in negotiating with an employer, and what reduces their power? All over the world, sex workers use strategies to stay safe: working with a friend in the next room, or in a small group on the street; visibly noting down a client’s car number plate or asking for his ID, to show him that he is not anonymous. Can a sex worker call a colleague in as back-up if a client refuses to use a condom? What are the consequences of calling the police – or of being visible to them as a gaggle on the street? What does it mean for a sex worker when their client or manager is afraid of the police? Who is at risk of deportation and homelessness, and why? These are the kinds of questions – questions about people’s material conditions – that concern us, as authors and as sex workers.

This Is Not a Memoir

This book – and the perspective of the contemporary left sex worker movement – is not about enjoying sex work. This book will not argue that sex work is ‘empowerment’. We are not interested in making an argument around sexual freedom or the supposed capacity of the sex industry to facilitate sexual self-actualisation for workers or for clients. Despite the expectation that sex workers will ‘tell our stories’, this is not a memoir and we will not be sharing any sexy escapades. (Although, as the founders of sex worker magazine $pread told a journalist at the launch of their first issue, ‘It’s not intended to arouse – but people are turned on by all kinds of things, so maybe someone will be turned on by sex workers fighting for social justice.’)4 We are not interested in forming a movement with men who buy sex. We are not here to uplift the figure of the ‘sympathetic’ client, nor the idea that any client has a ‘right’ to sex. We are not here to prioritise discussion on whether the sex industry, or even sex itself, is intrinsically good or bad.* Nor – as we will unpack over the course of this book – are we uncritical of what work means in a context of insatiable global capitalism and looming environmental catastrophe.

Sometimes people who support sex workers’ rights attempt to show their support by arguing that the sex industry is not actually a site of sexism and misogyny – an argument that is, in our view, misplaced. The sex industry is both sexist and misogynist. We do not argue that nobody experiences harms within sex work, or that these harms are minimal and should be disregarded. On the contrary, the harms that people experience in sex work – such as assault, exploitation, arrest, incarceration, eviction, and deportation – are the focus of this book.

We are feminists. Women, both transgender and cisgender, are at the centre of our politics, and, as a result, at the centre of this book. People of all genders sell sex: transgender and cisgender men, non-binary people, and those with indigenous or non-western genders such as hijra, fa’afafine and two-spirit people. It is important to acknowledge this because peoples’ gender shapes their route into sex work, their experiences while selling sex, and their lives beyond. Equally, however, it is important not to lose sight of the fact that the sex industry is gendered: the majority of those who sell sex are women, and the vast majority of those who pay for sex are men. In this book we often refer to sex workers as ‘she’, and to clients as ‘he’. We are not under the mistaken impression that this is literally true in every single instance, but nor is it an error, or something we have neglected to consider. It is a deliberate choice because in our view it reflects the gendered reality of the sex trade, as well as our own feminist politics and priorities.

You may be expecting statistics and numerical data ‘proving’ that prostitution is one thing or another. Many existing books make the case for, or against, decriminalising the sex industry with these kinds of arguments. Of course, data is useful: crucial, even, in many contexts. When the World Health Organisation wants to think about how to reduce HIV transmission among sex workers, it needs numbers. Sometimes, however, heavy reliance on statistics risks becoming a form of ‘argument by authority’: someone cites a study saying one thing, others cite a study saying another, and the argument is ‘won’ on the basis of whose numbers are more memorable or whose study was published in the more prestigious journal. Some research can be poor in quality, or misused by commentators, and much time is given to arguing about its credibility, instead of using simple logic and empathy. The dependence on statistics in the prostitution debate is often a result of our invisibility, and our illegitimacy as commentators. Sex workers perhaps seem alien and mysterious, and the questions we raise too political; but numbers are reassuring, seemingly apolitical, and knowable.

We use numerical data – in our writing and in our activism – but it is not central to our approach. Instead of using a few key figures that ‘prove’ sex workers’ rights arguments, we want readers to think empathetically about how changes in criminal law change the incentives and behaviours of people who sell sex, along with clients, police, managers, and landlords. If you understand how those behaviours change and why, then you will have a much deeper understanding of how changes in the criminal law make people who sell sex more – or less – safe.

‘It Takes about Two Minutes to Politicise a Hooker’

Sex workers are the original feminists. Often seen as merely subject to others’ whims, in fact, sex workers have shaped and contributed to social movements across the world. In medieval Europe, brothel workers formed guilds and occasionally engaged in strikes or street protests in response to crackdowns, workplace closures, or unacceptable working conditions.5 Fifteenth-century prostitutes, arraigned before city councils in Bavaria, asserted that their activities constituted work rather than a sin.6 One prostitute (under the pseudonym Another Unfortunate) wrote to the The Times of London in 1859 to state, ‘I conduct myself prudently, and defy you and your policemen too. Why stand you there mouthing with sleek face about morality? What is morality?’7 In 1917, 200 prostitutes marched in San Francisco – in what has been called the ‘original Women’s March’ – to demand an end to brothel closures. A speaker at the march declared, ‘Nearly every one of these women is a mother or has someone depending on her. They are driven into this life by economic conditions … You don’t do any good by attacking us. Why don’t you attack those conditions?’8

Caring for each other is political work. During the second-wave feminist movement, many pioneering radicals raised their children collectively and cared for each other beyond the boundaries of the biological family unit. Much less known, and missing from the usual tellings of feminist history, are the similar and preceding efforts of sex workers. For example, in nineteenth-century Great Britain and Ireland, prostitutes created communities of mutual aid, sharing income and childcare. A journalist observed at the time that ‘the ruling principle here is to share each other’s fortunes … In hard times one family readily helps another, or several help one … What each company get is thrown into a common purse, and the nest is provisioned out of it.’9

Likewise, watembezi [street based] women in colonial-era Nairobi formed financial ties to one another, paying each other’s fines or bequeathing assets to one another when they died.10 Although largely invisible to outsiders, this sharing of resources – including money, workspaces, and even clients – persists as a significant form of sex worker activism today.

Workers often collectively pitch in to prevent an eviction or to offer emergency housing. This kind of community resource-sharing is often the only safety net sex workers have if they’re robbed at work or if an assault means they need time off to heal.

Mutual defence, too, is a site of collective action. When eight sex workers were murdered in the small city of Thika, Kenya, in 2010, others from around the country flocked to support them. Phelister Abdalla, an organiser with the Kenya Sex Workers Alliance, writes that ‘hundreds of sex workers, from different parts of Kenya went to protest in Thika … our fellow sisters had been killed, and enough was enough’.11 They endured harassment and beatings from the police even as they marched the streets, demanding an end to the violence.

The bravery and resilience of sex workers has played a part in many liberation struggles. In the 1950s, prostitutes were part of the Mau Mau uprising that led to Kenya’s liberation from British colonial rule.12 In the 1960s and 1970s they were part of the riots at Compton’s Cafeteria in San Francisco and the Stonewall Inn in New York that kickstarted the LGBTQ liberation movement in the United States.13 In times of rapid social change, working class sex workers are often at the heart of the action. As sex worker activist Margo St. James has put it, ‘it takes about two minutes to politicise a hooker’.14

St James was a fierce defender of the heavily policed ‘sexual deviants’ in her San Francisco community. ‘It’s well past time for whores to organize’, she said in an interview. ‘The homosexuals organised and now the cops are afraid to harass them anymore.’15 In the 1970s, an era when sex workers had barely any public platform, she organised for gay liberation alongside Harvey Milk, and identified herself openly as a ‘whore’ when she spoke frankly to Rolling Stone about her vision of liberating female sexuality from the ‘pussy patrol’ of the state. She formed Call Off Your Old Tired Ethics (COYOTE), got the practice of quarantine and forced medication for arrested sex workers overturned in California, and hosted 12,000 attendees at her ‘Hookers Ball’ events, including celebrities and politicians.16 Connecting prostitution with pro-pleasure, pro-queer politics – in the midst of 1970s counter-culture – proved to be an effective way of getting sex workers’ rights on the radar.

In 1974, sex workers in Ethiopia joined the newly formed Confederation of Ethiopian Labour Unions and engaged in strike action that helped to bring down the government.17 In Europe the modern movement is generally considered to have begun in 1975, when sex workers in France occupied churches to protest criminalisation, poverty, and police violence. This sparked similar sex worker organising in London, where the English Collective of Prostitutes occupied churches in King’s Cross, London, in 1980.18 More recently, sex workers were deeply involved in anti-gentrification protests around Gezi Park in Istanbul, Turkey.19

In the UK, the 1970s and 1980s sex workers’ rights movement was deeply entwined with the ‘wages for housework’ campaign. Marxist feminists named the value of women’s unpaid reproductive and domestic labour and demanded a radical reorganisation of society to value women’s work. Around that time, the feminist group Wages Due Lesbians linked domestic work, sex work, and the work of heterosexuality in a solidarity statement against a 1977 vice crackdown: ‘Wherever women succeed in winning some of the wages due us, it is a strength to all of us and proof that women’s services cannot be taken for granted’.20

Throughout the 1980s, the sex workers’ rights movement became increasingly international. The First and Second Whores’ Congresses took place in Amsterdam and Brussels, and new sex worker led groups began emerging from Australia, Thailand, Brazil, South Africa, and Uruguay, among other places.

In 1997, 4,000 sex workers made history with the first National Conference of Sex Workers in India, organised by the Durbar Mahila Samanwaya Committee (DMSC). At a follow-up event in 2001, their number rose to 25,000 who came to Kolkata to make their demands known, with signs proclaiming: ‘We want bread. We also want roses.’*

In Bolivia in the mid-2000s, 35,000 sex workers from across the country participated in a huge series of collective actions against police violence and the closure of workplaces. ‘We are fighting for the right to work and for our families’ survival’, said Lily Cortez, leader of the El Alto Association of Nighttime Workers, surrounded by prostitutes who had sewn their mouths shut in protest. ‘Tomorrow we will bury ourselves alive if we are not immediately heard’.21

Some went on strike by refusing to go for mandatory sexually transmitted disease (STD) testing ‘until we can work free from harassment’.22 Others blockaded traffic or went on hunger strike.23 ‘We are Bolivia’s unloved,’ said Yuly Perez from the sex workers’ union National Organisation for the Emancipation of Women in a State of Prostitution. ‘We are hated by a society that uses us regularly and ignored by institutions obligated to protect us … [We] will fight tooth and nail for the rights we deserve.’24

‘All Hell Broke Loose – Between the Prostitute and the Movement’

Despite their precocious feminism, prostitutes’ relationship with the wider feminist movement has always been fraught. In the mid-nineteenth century, as middle-class women emerged into the public sphere of the professions, a new kind of role was invented which married the ideal values and attributes of middle-class femininity to paid employment. In part, this can be thought of as a feminist project, as the alleged moral superiority of these women justified their taking a more public role in society, including working outside the home, the legal right to own property, the vote, and so on. But the creation of professionalised caring roles, such as philanthropic and social work, was about employment that reproduced rather than upset gender roles. These women were reasserting their position in a class hierarchy over working class people, particularly working class women and children, who were targeted as recipients for maternalistic and coercive forms of ‘care’.25

This led to the development of what anthropologist Laura Agustín terms the ‘rescue industry’, meaning the various systems of social rewards associated with ‘reforming’ prostitutes as well as protecting children and rescuing animals.26 (This new kind of philanthropic role implicitly bracketed children, animals, and prostitutes together, which gives a sense of how women who sold sex were viewed at the time.) The rescue industry enabled middle-class women to claim a space as citizens and political agents in the public sphere – at the expense of their working class sisters, whose lives were increasingly policed.27 In 1877, the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) became embroiled in controversy when it prosecuted an upper-class family for child cruelty for the first time; it had ‘already prosecuted thirty-eight cases of cruelty amongst poor and uneducated people’.28 Even when their interests temporarily aligned, as in their shared struggles against the Contagious Diseases Acts of the 1860s, suffragists and other feminists failed to see sex workers as their equals. (Likening sex workers to animals persists in some feminist anti-prostitution activism, with prostitutes sometimes compared to service dogs, pets, and Pokémon.)29

Feminists’ discomfort with proximity to sex workers reached a fever pitch during the so-called ‘sex wars’ of the 1980s and 1990s. In this era, radical feminists locked horns with ‘pro-sex’ feminists over the issues of pornography and prostitution.30 The radical-feminist perspective on sex work holds that it reproduces (and is itself a product of) patriarchal violence against women. This analysis could extend to all heterosexual sexual behaviours, as well as public sex and kink (commonly known as BDSM, for ‘bondage, domination, submission/sadism, masochism’).

The focus in this era was on censoring porn and ‘raising awareness’ rather than addressing prostitution through criminal law directly, but a nonetheless vehement anti-prostitution stance became commonplace in the feminist movement. Writer Janice Raymond stated that ‘prostitution is rape that’s paid for’, while Kathleen Barry said buying and selling sex was ‘destructive of human life’.31

The defence of porn and prostitution that followed in response was based on ideas of sexual liberation through nonconformist sexual expression, such as BDSM and the ‘queering’ of lesbian and gay identities. Many ‘pro-sex’ or ‘sex-radical’ feminists posited that not only could watching porn be gratifying and educational, it could upend patriarchal control over women’s sexual expression.32 Moreover, that the sex industry was sticking two fingers up at the institution of marriage, highlighting the hypocrisy of conservative, monogamous heteronormativity. While some people who fought for sexual liberation were sex workers – such as LGBTQ and AIDS activist Amber Hollibaugh – many sex radicals advanced their arguments from a non–sex worker perspective. Defending porn often meant defending watching it, rather than performing in it.

Radical feminists famously described sex radicals as ‘Uncle Toms’* pandering to the primacy of male sexuality, while they in turn were derided as ‘prudes’33 invested in preserving sexual puritanism. Rather than focussing on the ‘work’ of sex work, both pro-sex feminists and anti-prostitution feminists concerned themselves with sex as symbol. Both groups questioned what the existence of the sex industry implied for their own positions as women; both groups prioritised those questions over what material improvements could be made in the lives of the sex workers in their communities. Stuck in the domain of sex and whether it is ‘good’ or ‘bad’ for women (and adamant that it could only be one or the other) it was all too easy for feminists to think of The Prostitute only in terms of what she represented to them. They claimed ownership of sex worker experiences in order to make sense of their own.

Anti-prostitution activist Dorchen Leidholdt spoke to this feminist impulse; ‘this de-individualized, de-humanized being has the function of representing generic woman … She stands in for all of us, and she takes the abuse that we are beginning to resist.’34 It was in this context that former prostitute Andrea Dworkin’s work became highly influential in the movement, and set a new tone for criticism of sex work. The Prostitute, she said


lives the literal reality of being the dirty woman. There is no metaphor. She is the woman covered in dirt, which is to say that every man who has ever been on top of her has left a piece of himself behind … She is perceived as, treated as – and I want you to remember this, this is real – vaginal slime.35



Her confrontational writing style – and her experiences in the sex trade – helped to legitimise and normalise similar usage of graphic and misogynist language in ‘feminist’ discussions of sex workers and their bodies. Barry, a contemporary of Dworkin, likened prostitutes to blow-up dolls, ‘complete with orifices for penetration and ejaculation’, while Leidholdt wrote that ‘stranger after stranger use[s] her body as a seminal spittoon … What other job is so deeply gendered that one’s breasts, vagina and rectum constitute the working equipment?’36 Academics Cecilie Høigård and Liv Finstad wrote of women who sell sex that ‘at the core they experience themselves as only cheap whores’.37

Sex working feminists have long found themselves harshly excluded, and not only by de-humanising language in academia, but by explicit lack of invitation into spaces. Kate Millett recalls a feminist conference on prostitution, held in 1971. Disgruntled working women arrived to demand a seat at the table:


An inadvertent masterpiece of tactless precipitance, the title of the day’s program was inscribed on leaflets for our benefit: ‘Towards the Elimination of Prostitution’. The panel of experts included everyone but prostitutes … all hell broke loose – between the prostitute and the movement. Because, against all likelihood, prostitutes did in fact attend the conference … They had a great deal to say about the presumption of straight women who fancied they could debate, decide or even discuss what was their situation and not ours.38



Unlike the hostile environment of radical feminism, sex radicals were welcoming and supportive to sex workers. This influence helped shape the movement’s growth. In 1974, COYOTE hosted the first National Hookers’ Convention. The bright orange flyer nodded to the way prostitutes had been shunned from the women’s movement: emblazoned with a hand touching a vulva, it proclaimed, ‘Our Convention Is Different: We Want Everyone to Come’.39

In the following decades, advocates from Amber Hollibaugh and Annie Sprinkle, to Kathleen Hanna and Amber Rose have linked sexuality to sex worker issues. Many sex workers have worked in the HIV/AIDS and LGBTQ movements, and been involved with riot grrrl, SlutWalk, consent awareness, sex education, and non-monogamy.

However, as we explore in depth in chapter 2, sex positivity can be a counterproductive point from which to start a conversation about the actual conditions of the sex industry. Working class sex workers and sex workers of colour have long criticised the race and class privilege of these politics; labour rights and safety are not the same as pleasure, and those who do experience sexual gratification at work are likely to be those who already have the most control over their working conditions.40 As conversations about prostitution have rapidly widened and grown more complex in the age of the internet, sex workers have noted the way that a focus on sex positivity has become a defensive response to stigmatising media representations of prostitutes.41

Recent years have seen a significant shift in the sex worker movement away from protective ‘Happy Hooker’ myths, towards a Marxist-feminist, labour-centred analysis.42 Sex workers who are survivors have become more vocal in the movement, citing their experiences of violence and criminalisation as a driver for their activism.

Anti-prostitution activists, too, are often drawn to feminism through their own histories of surviving violence. They often identify heavily with pro-criminalisation survivors of prostitution, also called ‘exited women.’ Through their harrowing testimonies of violence – and firm stance on the punishment of men who buy sex – Exited Women come to be regarded as the ultimate symbol of female woundedness, with the criminalisation of clients as feminist justice.

This sense of ‘ownership’ that many feminists have over prostitution sparks debates about who is entitled to speak as a sex worker, or on our behalf. It is common for anti-prostitution feminist commentators to claim that sex worker activists are paid shills – illegitimate fronts for exploitative bosses, pejoratively nicknamed the ‘pimp lobby’.43 When sex workers held a protest in the French Senate in 2009, one politician deemed them ‘pimps dressed as prostitutes’.44 In 2016, the Irish anti-prostitution organisation Ruhama accidentally forwarded internal emails to a student journalist. In them, Ruhama’s chief executive muses that, should the young journalist produce a critical article, Ruhama can dismiss it as ‘pimp-thinking’. Ruhama, caught out in writing, had to apologise.45

When Amnesty International announced their intention to support sex workers in their policy, anti-prostitution feminist campaigners flooded social media with the hashtag #NoAmnesty4Pimps.46 They Photoshopped the iconic Amnesty logo, replacing the candle with an ejaculating penis above the slogans ‘Protect the Male Orgasm’ and ‘Protect Male Entitlement to a Prostituted Class’.47

The way that sex workers’ rights is merged with the interests of men in the feminist imagination makes it easy for non-prostitute women to turn away from us. As anti-prostitution campaigner Finn Mackay wrote, ‘It is time to choose which side we’re on, because the multibillion dollar “sex-industry” is doing fine and well, it does not need our support, it certainly does not need our protection.’48

Today, the anti-prostitution agenda focusses on eradicating sex work through harsher penalties for clients. Despite the fact that their movement is almost exclusively comprised of those who previously sold sex and those who have never sold sex, modern day anti-prostitution campaigning works to eliminate the means for other people to currently sell sex. Few in their number will themselves be materially affected by prostitution policy.

The relationship between survivor-led, sex positive, radical, liberal, libertarian, Marxist, and carceral responses to prostitution is as fractious as ever. Both anti-prostitution feminists and sex workers at times double down on their views as a kind of shield against traumatising encounters with their opponents, each believing that the other is the enemy. Hostile debates hinge on ‘force’ and ‘choice’, the spectre of sex trafficking, and the intersections of poverty and patriarchy. The few sex workers who speak out face pressures to conform to limiting narratives of their experiences. And regardless of how we share our stories, our movement continues to be attacked by those who reach for the ‘happy hooker’ strawman as a way to undermine our politics and derail more complex conversations. After all – as any woman knows – it is a struggle to be heard if your detractors can easily dismiss you as ‘sluts’.

Cops, Borders, and Carceral Feminists

There is a huge emphasis on policing – including border policing – as the ‘solution’ to prostitution. This is the case even among those on the left. However, it is remarkable how little you will find about the police and borders in such discussions. These omissions have led to the illusion that one can discuss the laws that govern sex work without any discussion about how such laws are implemented and by whom. But laws are not just ‘messaging’; they are what the police are permitted to do in the world.

The institutions of policing and borders may seem natural or inevitable, but they are recent inventions. Their modern forms date back only to the nineteenth century, and a look at their history illuminates their present.

In the southern United States, the first centralised and specialised policing organisations were slave patrols, whose major function was to capture and punish runaway slaves. Historians of the region argue that they ‘should be considered a forerunner of modern American law enforcement.’49

In the early-nineteenth-century northern United States and in the United Kingdom, professionalised police forces were set up in response to a restive urban working class organising against bad working and living conditions. As historian David Whitehouse explains, the state needed a way to control burgeoning crowds, protests, and strikes without ‘sending in the army’, which risked creating working class martyrs and further radicalising the populace.50 Thus the police were designed to inflict generally non-lethal violence to protect the interests of capitalism and the state. The situation is not so different today, with police citing ‘authorisation from the president of McDonald’s’ to justify arresting restaurant workers protesting for better wages.51

Today’s immigration controls are also largely a product of the nineteenth century. They rely on ideas of racial inferiority propagated by white Europeans to justify slavery and colonialism. Jewish refugees arriving in Britain in the 1880s and 1890s were met by a surge in anti-Semitism; anti-Semitic tracts claimed at the time that ‘the white slave traffic [is carried out] everywhere … by Jews’.52 This racist panic led to the enactment of the Aliens Act of 1905, which contained the first recognisably modern anti-immigration measures in Britain.53 In the US, the first federal immigration restrictions included the Page Act of 1875, the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, and the Scott Act of 1888. These targeted Chinese migrants, particularly sex workers, and devoted substantial resources to attempting to discern wives from prostitutes.54

Along with racism, anxieties about commercial sex are embedded in the histories of immigration controls. These are legislative spaces where race and gender co-produce racist categories of exclusion: men of colour as traffickers; women of colour as helpless, seductive, infectious; both as threats to the body politic of the nation.55 These histories help us see that police and border violence are not anomalous or the work of ‘bad apples’; they are intrinsic to these institutions.

The feminist movement should thus be sceptical of approaches to gender justice that rely on or further empower the police or immigration controls. Black feminists such as Angela Davis have long criticised feminist reliance on the police, and note that the police appear as the most benevolent protectors in the minds of those who encounter them the least. For sex workers and other marginalised and criminalised groups, the police are not a symbol of protection but a real manifestation of punishment and control.

Feminism that welcomes police power is called carceral feminism. The sociologist Elizabeth Bernstein, one of the first to use this phrase, uses it to describe a feminist approach that prioritises a ‘law-and-order agenda’; a shift ‘from the welfare state to the carceral state as the enforcement apparatus for feminist goals’.56 Carceral feminism focuses on policing and criminalisation as the key ways to deliver justice to women.

Carceral feminism has gained popularity even though the police – and the wider criminal justice system – are key perpetrators of violence against women. In the United States, police officers are disproportionately likely to be violent or abusive to their partners or children.57 At work, they commit vast numbers of assaults, rapes, or harassment.58 Sexual assault is the second-most commonly reported form of police violence in the United States (after excessive use of force), and on-duty police commit sexual assaults at more than double the rate of the general US population.59 Those are just the assaults that make it into the statistics: many will never dare to make a report to an abuser’s colleague. Meanwhile, the very nature of police work involves perpetrating violence: in arrests or when they collaborate in incarceration, surveillance, or deportation. In 2017, there was outrage in the United Kingdom when it emerged that the Metropolitan Police had arrested a woman on immigration charges after she came to them as a victim of rape.60 However, it is routine for police to threaten to arrest or deport migrant sex workers, even when the worker in question has come to them as a victim of violence.61

Carceral feminism looms large in sex-trade debates. Feminist commentators pronounce that ‘we must strengthen police apparatus’;62 that criminalisation is ‘the only way’ to end the sex trade;63 and that some criminalisation can be relatively ‘benign’.64 Anti-prostitution feminist Catherine MacKinnon even writes with ambivalent approval of ‘brief jail time’ for prostitutes on the basis that jail can be ‘a respite from the pimps and the street’. She quotes like-minded feminists who argue that ‘jail is the closest thing many women in prostitution have to a battered women’s shelter’ and that, ‘considering the absence of any other refuge or shelter, jail provides a temporary safe haven’.65

Sex workers do not share this rosy view of arrest and incarceration. One sex worker in Norway told researchers, ‘You only call the police if you think you’re going to die … If you call the police, you risk losing everything’.66 Sex workers in Kyrgyzstan, Ukraine, Siberia, Lithuania, Macedonia, and Bulgaria all view the police as more of a threat to their safety than any other group, according to research by the Sex Workers’ Rights Advocacy Network (SWAN).67 In 2017 in New York, a woman called Yang Song was caught up in an undercover sting at the massage parlour at which she worked. She had been arrested for prostitution two months earlier and had recently been sexually assaulted by a man claiming to be a police officer. (It remains unclear as to whether he was.)68 When the police returned, looking to arrest her again for prostitution, she fell, jumped, or was pushed from a fourth-floor window. Yang Song died.69

On Speaking and Being Heard

Who are prostitutes? Ideas seem to lurch between contradictory stereotypes, perhaps unsurprisingly for a group more often spoken about than to. Much as immigrants are seen as lazy scroungers while somehow also stealing the jobs of ‘decent people’, sex workers are simultaneously victim and accomplice, sexually voracious yet helpless maidens.

When our society attempts to reconcile these wildly contradictory expectations, sex workers are asked to produce a spokesperson who ‘represents the community’. This is impossible – just as there can be no one ‘representative’ token woman who can stand in every time ‘women’s issues’ are on the table. One sex worker may be nothing like another in their identity, circumstance, health and habits. From the single mum with a weekday job in a Scottish massage parlour, to the young Cambodian bar hostess keen to travel to Europe, to the group of black trans sex workers forming political collectives in Cape Town, to the undocumented Nigerian migrant hustling on the streets of Stockholm, across the global north and south, across an age spectrum that spans many decades, sex workers are unimaginably diverse in race, religion, ethnicity, class, gender, sexuality and disability. To achieve anything like real representation, this book would need thousands of authors.

Many sex worker activists find their testimonies are dismissed in feminist spaces on the grounds that, by virtue of being activists, they are not representative; that they speak from an exceptional, privileged and anomalous perspective.* Questions over whether a sex worker is ‘representative’ become recursive: in their claimed eagerness to hear from ‘the voiceless’, anti-prostitution campaigners position anyone they can hear from as by definition someone who no longer needs to be listened to. This is, of course, not a logic that anti-prostitution campaigners apply to their own voices.

The authors of this book could certainly not be described as representative of all people selling sex. Both of us are cisgender and white, born and raised in the global north, working in a country where the sex work we do is less criminalised, with middle-class educations and the access to power and capital that brings. It is not by accident that opportunities to speak on television, publish articles, and be appointed to salaried activist positions come to us or people like us. Just as in any radical movement, a select few activists often receive unfair credit for doing the same work that more marginalised sex workers, who cannot risk being public in their activism, are doing alongside them.

The existence of this book – which is written in English and which focuses on the UK, where we live and work – itself illustrates a way in which some modes of discussion are legitimised by society, while others go unrecognised. The service provision and community building created by marginalised, grass-roots communities is sometimes relatively unknown. These ephemeral forms of resistance can be incredibly joyful or life-saving, and the memories of them invaluable to a movement. On the other hand, books, blogs and policy documents are forms of advocacy that make easy passage into history. A book gives us a substantial amount of space to critically explore the sometimes painful aspects of sex work politics – space and nuance not afforded to people taking two-minute turns on a megaphone at a rally. This book is forged from our perspective, and our perspective is shaped by our privileges. However, we strive to include a range of sex worker voices in our writing – from triumphant, to reflexive, to critical, to mournful. All these forms of political speech are valid.

Sex workers sometimes pay a high price for political speech. In 2004, Argentinian trade union activist Sandra Cabrera was shot dead in her home in retribution for her work challenging police corruption and police violence directed at sex workers.70 Her murder remains officially unsolved. Kabita Roy, an activist with a sex worker trade union in India, was murdered in the union’s office in Kolkata in 2016.71 In January 2018, three prominent sex worker activists were murdered in Brazil.72 In 2011, criminal gangs murdered the president of a migrant sex worker trade union in Peru. Sex worker Angela Villón Bustamante, a colleague of the murdered trade unionist, said, ‘It’s not in the Mafia’s economic interests that sex workers organise.’73

Nor is the high cost of political speech evenly distributed among sex workers. Precarious immigration status, fear of eviction and police violence, and potential loss of child custody mean that migrant and indigenous workers, the insecurely housed, and parents (particularly mothers) all face higher stakes when organising or speaking up than sex workers who have secure long-term tenancies, hold a passport or citizenship, or have no children. Cisgender sex workers are safer from these risks than transgender sex workers; white sex workers are safer than sex workers of colour.

Nonetheless, even as sex workers with relative power, demonstrating that we can speak for ourselves is often a gruelling task. The ‘prostitution debate’ is in many ways shaped far more by invisible actors – such as the media staffers who write article headlines and choose the photo that will accompany an article, or local government workers who process planning applications – than by anyone who actually sells sex. Even the most privileged sex workers take a considerable risk by becoming publicly known, so online anonymity is a vital tool of diverse speech. Yet this anonymity is often used to discredit us as nefarious ‘sex industry lobbyists.’ Websites where sex workers have anonymously connected with the public, with each other and with clients are rapidly being dismantled. As this book went to press, US president Donald Trump signed into law a bill that seeks to stop sex workers from communicating online, with disastrous implications not only for privacy and political advocacy, but for sex workers’ safety and survival, too.*

We write this book with thoughtfulness about where we stand, but also with a sense of satisfaction that you will hold in your hand a book about prostitution written by prostitutes. This is, unfortunately, all too rare. Sex workers – not journalists, politicians, or the police – are the experts on sex work. We bring our experiences of criminalisation, rape, assault, intimate partner abuse, abortion, mental illness, drug use, and epistemic violence with us in our organising and our writing.* We bring the knowledge we have developed through our deep immersion in sex worker organising spaces – spaces of mutual aid, spaces that are working towards collective liberation. As two friends writing this book together, we strive to make the demands of our movement visible.

The man responsible for the killing spree in Thika, Kenya, was apprehended in 2010. He confessed and claimed that he would have continued killing until he’d reached a hundred prostitutes: ‘I managed 17 and there were 83 to go.’74 Aisha, a sex worker in Thika, who with her friends protested in the streets during the frightening time before he was caught, says, ‘We wanted people to know that we call ourselves sex workers because it is the wheat our families depend on.’ Even in the face of such overwhelming vulnerability, they openly identified themselves as sex workers in public for the first time, with bright red T-shirts and loud chanting.75 As one sex worker at the protest remarked, ‘The community should know we exist. And there’s no going back.’76




1

Sex

We are anxious about sex. For us as women, sex can be as much a site of trauma – or uneasy compromise – as a site of joy or intimacy. Feminist conversations about sex work are often seen as arguments between those who are ‘sex positive’ and those who are ‘sex negative.’ The reasons for this will be explored in this chapter. We have no interest in positioning ourselves within that terrain. Instead, we assert the right for all women to be ‘sex-ambivalent’. That said, the hatred of sex workers is rooted in very old and misogynist ideas about sex. Understanding those visceral responses of disgust is a key starting point for understanding all kinds of things about prostitution – including criminal law.

Is Sex Bad?

People are preoccupied with the sexual dimension of sex work. These anxieties manifest in ideas of bodily degradation and the threat that sex workers pose as the vectors of such degradation. The prostitute is seen as a disease-spreader, associated with putrefaction and death. We are envisioned both as removing corruption from society (a nineteenth-century French physician spoke of the ‘seminal drain’)1 and as a source of contamination, disease, and death in our own right.2 Puta, the Spanish word for prostitute, has links with the English putrid.* Another preoccupation holds that to have sex (or to have sex in the wrong ways – too much, with the wrong person, or for the wrong reason) brings about some kind of loss. Often, contradictory ideas about sex and these visceral threats or losses are intertwined in cultural depictions of the sex worker – forming a figure that Melissa Gira Grant names the ‘prostitute imaginary’.3

Sometimes the connection between these ideas is obvious. For the Victorians, the ‘loss of virginity’ risks ruin and a grim death from syphilis. The ruined woman is reconfigured as an agent of destruction, spreading disease in her wake. Sometimes the loss is a spiritual decline she precipitates in others; in 1870, for example, journalist William Acton wrote that prostitutes are ‘ministers of evil passions, [who] not only gratify desire, but also arouse it [and] suggest evil thoughts and desires which might otherwise remain undeveloped’.4 In The Whore’s Last Shift, a 1779 painting by James Gillway, the tragic figure of a heavily made-up nude woman with hair piled high stands by a broken chamber pot in a dirty room, washing her filthy – and clumsily symbolic – white dress by hand.

Attitudes towards the prostitute imaginary can be read in context with the more familiar paradox around a specific body part. Ugly, stretched, odorous, unclean, potentially infected, desirable, mysterious, tantalising – the patriarchy’s ambivalence towards vaginas is well established and has a lot in common with attitudes around sex work. On the one hand, the lure of the vagina is a threat; it’s seen as a place where a penis might risk encountering the traces of another man or a full set of gnashing teeth. At the same time, it’s viewed as an inherently submissive body part that must be ‘broken in’ to bring about sexual maturity. The idea of the vagina as fundamentally compromised or pitiful is helped along in part by a longstanding feminist perception of the penetrative sexual act as indicative of subjugation.5

The nineteenth century Contagious Diseases Act gave police the power to subject any suspected prostitute to a forced pelvic exam with a speculum – a device, still in use today, invented by a doctor who found gynaecological contact repellent, and who purchased enslaved Black women to experiment on.6 In London in 1893, Cesare Lombroso studied the bodies of women from the ‘dangerous classes’, mostly prostitutes and other working class women, and women of colour, all of whom he described as ‘primitive’. He asserted that prostitutes experienced increased pubic-hair growth, hypertrophy of the clitoris, and permanent distention of the labia and vagina, clearly believing that their unnatural deeds and their unnatural bodies were two sides of the same coin.7 To him, the social and moral degradation they represented became legible in their physical bodies.

An 1880s novel describes a sex worker as ‘a shovel full of putrid flesh’, continuing: ‘It was as if the poison she had picked up in the gases from the carcasses left by the roadside that ferment – with which she had poisoned a whole people – had risen to her face and rotted it.’8 The body of the prostitute is out to hurt innocents: she is ‘carrying contamination and foulness to every quarter’, where ‘[she] creeps … no precautions used … and poisons half the young’.9

During World War II, the disease-ridden prostitute was imagined as the enemy’s secret biological weapon. Posters depicted her as an archetypal femme fatale – with a cigarette between her red lips, a tight dress, and a wicked smile – above slogans warning that she and other ‘pickups’ were dangerous: traps, loaded guns, ‘juke joint snipers’, Axis agents, enemies of the Allied forces, and friends of Hitler.10

These questions about the duplicity of the sexualised body also come up around queer and gender non-conforming people. Trans women are often questioned about their ‘biological’ status: a demand that invariably reveals an obsessive focus on their genitals. A trans woman is constantly targeted for public harassment; at the same time, if she is ‘read’ as trans, she is seen to be as threatening as a man – accused of trespassing into bathrooms to commit sexual violence.11 Conversely, if she can pass for cisgender, she is regarded as dangerous, liable to ‘trap’ someone into having sex with her unawares.*

Gay men have also been historically perceived through this mistrustful lens. Queer theorist Leo Bersani argues that gay men provoke the same sets of fears long embodied by the prostitute: a person who could either ‘turn’ decent men immoral or destroy them. The HIV crisis brought new virulence to these homophobic fears. An HIV researcher wrote at the time of the epidemic that, ‘These people have sex twenty to thirty times a night … A man comes along and goes from anus to anus and in a single night will act as a mosquito transferring infected cells on his penis.’12 These fears about gay men as malevolent and reckless persist today. A Christian hate group that advocates against ‘sodomist and homosexualist propaganda’ was invited to the UN in 2017, and a feminist writer recently described a male HIV-positive sex worker as ‘spreading AIDS.’13

To be associated with prostitution signifies moral loss. In 1910, US district attorney Edwin Sim wrote that ‘the characteristic which distinguishes the white slave from immorality … is that the women who are victims of the traffic are forced unwillingly to live an immoral life’.14 This belief – that to be a sex worker is to live an ‘immoral life’ – has persisted. Mark Lagon, who led the US State Department’s anti-prostitution work during the George W. Bush era (and went on to run the biggest anti-trafficking organisation in the US), wrote in 2009 that women who sell sex lead ‘nasty, immoral lives’ for which they should only not be held ‘culpable’ because ‘they may not have a choice’.15

In the 2000s, the blog Diary of a London Call Girl, written by escort and anonymous blogger ‘Belle de Jour’, was a smash hit, leading to books and a TV show. After its author was named in 2009 as the research scientist Brooke Magnanti, journalists, like Lombroso before them, attempted to read her supposed moral loss in her physical body: ‘I scrutinize [Magnanti’s] face without quite knowing what I’m looking for … dead eyes, maybe … or something a bit grim and hard around the mouth.’16 Sex work, categorised as the wrong kind of sex, is seen as taking something from you – the life in your eyes. In her imagined loss, Magnanti is transformed in the journalist’s eyes into a threat, a hardened woman.

This supposed sexual excess, and the loss that accompanies it, delineates the prostitute as ‘other’. The ‘good’ woman, on the other hand, is defined by her whiteness, her class, and her ‘appropriate’ sexual modesty, whether maidenly or maternal. Campaigns for women’s suffrage in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries drew on the connection between women’s bodies and honour and the honour and body politic of the nation. These campaigns were intimately linked with efforts to tackle prostitution, with British suffragists engaging in anti-prostitution work ‘on behalf’ of women in colonised India to make the case that British women’s enfranchisement would ‘purify the imperial nation-state’.17

This sense that people (particularly women) are changed and degraded through sex crops up in contemporary feminist thought about prostitution, too. Dominique Roe-Sepowitz, who runs a diversion programme for arrested sex workers in Arizona, claims that ‘once you’ve prostituted, you can never not have prostituted … having that many body parts in your body parts, having that many body fluids near you, and doing things that are freaky and weird really messes up your ideas of what a relationship looks like, and intimacy’.18 Sex workers who go through that programme have to abstain not only from selling sex but also from sex with a partner.19

Even more punitive responses were common in the eighteenth, nineteenth, and even twentieth centuries. Orders of nuns across the world ran workhouses and laundries for ‘fallen women’ – prostitutes, unmarried mothers, and other women whose sexualities made their communities uneasy.20 Conditions in these ‘Magdalene laundries’ were primitive at best and often brutal; even in the twentieth century, women could be confined within them for their whole lives, imprisoned without trial for the ‘moral crime’ of sex outside of marriage. Many women and their children died through neglect or overwork and were buried in unmarked graves. In Tuam, Ireland, 796 dead children were secretly buried in a septic tank between 1925 and 1961.21 The last Magdalene laundry in Ireland closed only in 1996.

The Irish nuns who ran the Magdalene laundries did not disappear.22 Instead, they set up an anti-prostitution organisation, Ruhama, which has become a major force in campaigning to criminalise sex work in Ireland, and now couches its work in feminist language.23 The Good Shepherd Sisters and the Sisters of Our Lady of Charity continue to make money from the real estate where the Magdalene laundries stood, while largely stonewalling survivors’ efforts to document or account for the abuses that took place there – and refusing to contribute to the compensation scheme for survivors.24 There is a direct line between these religious orders and the supposedly feminist prostitution policy implemented in Ireland in 2016 (see chapter 7).25

Tropes about the prostitute body as a carrier of sexually transmitted destruction recur in ostensibly progressive spaces, as when a ‘feminist’ anti-prostitution organisation reuses World War II–era public-health posters, or when a prominent anti-prostitution activist tells sex workers’ rights advocates that they could ‘rot in HIV-infected pits’.26 Sex workers observe such conversations to be laden with misogynist contempt, a ritual of political humiliation where our bodies are laid bare for comment. When we defend ourselves, our resistance outrages non-prostitute feminists, who seize on our obstinacy as proof that we love the sex industry and we love selling sex to men, that we’re out to corrupt, and that we hate other women.

Witness, for example, a commenter on Mumsnet, the UK’s most popular parenting forum, addressing a fellow community member with:


You whores pander to men, you undermine women, you steal our husbands, you spread disease, you are a constant threat to society and morals. How can women ever be judged on their intellect when sluts make money selling their bodies? … What you do is disgusting, letting men cum on your face? Vile and evil.27



Norwegian academics Cecilie Høigård and Liv Finstad write that the sex worker’s vagina is ‘a garbage can for hordes of anonymous men’s ejaculations’.28 We once witnessed a sex worker in an online feminist discussion being asked:


What is the condition of your rectum and the fibrous wall between your rectum and your vagina? Any issues of prolapse? Incontinence? Lack of control? You may discover that things start falling down/out when you’re a little older. Are you able to achieve orgasm? Do you have nightmares?29



Such interrogation and commentary feels far from sisterly. It doesn’t comfort or uplift sex workers to know that our being likened to toilets, loaves of bread, meat, dogs or robots is all part of a project apparently more important than our dignity.30 Feminist women describe us as ‘things’ for which one can purchase a ‘single-use license to penetrate’.31 They gleefully reference the ‘jizz’ we’ve presumably encountered and our ‘orifices’ and tell us to stick to ‘sucking and fucking’ and leave feminist policy discussions to ‘those of us who read the facts’.32 Sex workers are associated with sex, and to be associated with sex is to be dismissible.

As Jo Doezema writes, within anti-prostitution feminism


the echo … of the pornographic is notable. The prostitute not only lacks … she is lack. What [these] feminists most want of sex workers is that they close their holes – shut their mouths, cross their legs – to prevent the taking in and spilling out of substances and words they find noxious.33



Sometimes feminists’ jibes are subtler than calling us ‘holes’, and these responses have much in common with the ways Victorians disciplined prostitutes into ‘appropriate’ modes of femininity and sexual continence. Contemptuous articles link sex workers with ‘trivial’, feminine-coded practices such as fashion, shopping, and selfies, or mock sex workers’ discussions of ‘empowerment’.34 In an article expressing her feminist objections to the sex trade, one journalist writes that young women who ‘dress like slags’ in ‘tiny skirts’ deserve not to be taken seriously.35 Rejecting a woman because of her appearance is simple misogyny, based on the idea that women who embody a particular kind of femininity are stupid, shallow or somehow inferior. The focus on feminine frivolities draws on pre-twentieth-century depictions of the prostitute as deviant and degraded in her rampant femininity, obsessed with luxury goods and sex. Through this lens, it’s easy for non-prostitute feminists to portray sex workers as having no political literacy at all.36 (Indeed, it is likely that a reviewer of this book will report that we claimed the sex industry to be empowering – and a conduit, presumably, to shoe shopping.)

Sex, in these discussions, is positioned as something intrinsically too special to be sold – something intimate reserved for meaningful relationships. Implicit in this view is the sense that sex is a volatile substance for women and must be controlled or legitimised by an emotional connection. One young feminist, for example, writes disapprovingly that sex work is increasingly acceptable to other young feminists because of ‘hookup culture’, adding, ‘It’s old-fashioned these days – almost prudish, perhaps – to believe that sex is somehow … inherently linked to your emotions or necessarily intimate.’37 Yet for many people, sex can indeed be recreational, casual, or in some way ‘meaningless’. The meaning and purpose of sex varies wildly for different people in different contexts or at different times in their lives. The sense that sex is intrinsically, always special rebounds on women, who are disproportionately seen as losing something when they have sex that is ‘too casual’.* It is no coincidence that men who sell sex are not the focus of the same kinds of anxieties – men are seen as able to have casual, meaningless, or transactional sex with much less risk to their ‘essential selves’.†

In the UK, women ‘rescued from brothels’ are still sent to live with nuns.38 The ultimate fallen women are sent to ‘restore their dignity’ among the ultimate chaste women. Women ‘diverted’ from the sex trade in the twenty-first century are overwhelmingly taught traditionally ‘feminine’ forms of employment – especially garment manufacture, but also baking, candle-making, and jewellery-making.39 Motifs of purity are common in the jewellery produced by such projects.40

Is Sex Good?

In this context, where sex represents loss, threat, and bodily degradation, it is no surprise that some sex workers – and those who advocate for us – have responded by emphasising the value of sex. Sex work, they agree, is sex – but sex is, in fact, good. In agreeing that sex work is sex, they place commercial sex in a category with other kinds of sex which have traditionally been considered ‘wrong’ or degrading – for instance, queer sex or women having sex outside of relationships. These advocates push back against narratives that associate bodily or moral degradation with ‘the wrong kinds of sex’, instead asserting that sexual pleasure is a personal and social good. They position sex work as an adventurous, fulfilling, and sexy experience for the worker.

These politics are familiar in other contexts. For example, Jeannie Ludlow, an abortion rights advocate, notes that within pro-choice advocacy, there is a ‘hierarchy of abortion narratives’ and a category of ‘things we cannot say’:41


There is a politically and socially constructed gap between what we experience at our clinics and how we talk about those experiences in public. When I began to notice this gap in my own speaking about abortion, I realized that it had been constructed in part out of political necessity. I was reluctant to close this gap for fear that I might, as one academic colleague accusingly put it, ‘provide fodder for the other side’.42



This ‘defensive stance’ leads to an emphasis on abortion stories deemed ‘hyper-deserving’ – for example, when the pregnancy results from rape. And in response to anti-choice narratives of grief and regret, we get feminist writing that describes an abortion as ‘the happiest day of my life’.43 Likewise, it is easy to find sex workers asserting, ‘I love sex. I fucking love it.’44 Sex workers who stray too far from this line fear being told that their stories are ‘what gives those opposed to sex work their ammunition’.45

‘Sex positive’ advocacy gained increased momentum in the early 2000s in part because blogging emerged during the George W. Bush administration. The US government he led was propagating cartoonishly bad policies around contraception, sex education, LGBTQ young people, and sexual health. In response, liberal and feminist bloggers became particularly invested in producing non-judgemental information about sex and sexual health, and defences of pleasure, masturbation, queer sex, and sex outside of marriage. The increased accessibility and attractiveness of blogging technology made it possible to talk more openly about sex and pleasure. As a result, many sex worker writers became embedded in a blogging culture that was (perhaps rather too uncomplicatedly) pro-sex and pro-pleasure.

This discourse of sex positivity helped produce the figure we term the ‘Erotic Professional’. Easily identifiable as one of the more vocal, visible figures of the sex worker movement, the Erotic Professional positions herself as answering a vocational ‘calling’ that seems to have barely anything to do with being paid.

In downplaying economic coercion and instead emphasising her pleasure and desire, the Erotic Professional attempts to make commercial sex more closely resemble the sex life that society is more ready to endorse – that for which women receive no payment. One escort, for example, is quoted in an interview as saying:


A prostitute will do everything for money. Not me … I try to forget about the money … it’s very affectionate … I don’t even think about [payment] until the very end. I don’t demand payment up front, because the guys I go with are always good people … I also adore sex. I wouldn’t be in this profession if I didn’t like it. So, I found a way to make money doing something that I like.46



Often the Erotic Professional is a dominatrix or ‘companion’ – types of sex work in which the act of penetration is downplayed until it’s practically incidental.

Blurring the lines between paid sex and recreational sex is a narrative readily available to many sex workers, as it is already present in much of the marketing directed at clients. Little is more consistently tempting for clients than the fiction that they are the object of the workers’ genuine, irrepressible sex drive. The bored, libidinous housewife, the authentic ‘girlfriend experience’, (‘It’s very affectionate … I also adore sex’) and the powerful, formidable dominatrix are socially palatable fantasy characters designed to entice and impress customers.

These sex positive politics create the illusion that worker and client are united in their interests. Both, we are told, are there for an erotic experience, for intimacy, for hot sex. Raising the subject of the worker’s needs (for safety, money, or negotiating power) would spoil the illusion that the worker and client are erotically in tune, and that she’s just as sexually invested in their encounter as he is.

In this rhetoric, the focus can easily shift to the needs and enjoyment of the client. Carol Queen’s influential 1997 essay on sex positivity and sex workers’ rights describes sex work as a ‘life of sexual generosity’ and has a subsection titled ‘Why Johns Need Sex-Positive Prostitutes’ – a subtitle it is hard for us to read without wondering, who cares.47

This approach reaches its apex in the 2011 documentary Scarlet Road, which follows sex worker Rachel Wotton in her relationships with two disabled clients. Rachel’s advocacy makes little distinction between sex workers and sex buyers, and indeed focuses on the sexual rights of her clients. In the trailer for the film, Rachel tells us, ‘I like the fact that my job always entails pleasure’ and ends with ‘I think there’s a right to sexual expression’ – eliding that what is being talked about is the sexual expression of the client, not the worker.48

This elision is harmful. The worker’s interests are not identical to those of the client. Ultimately, the worker is there because they are interested in getting paid, and this economic imperative is materially different from the client’s interest in recreational sex.* Losing sight of that leads to a politics that is inadequate in its approach to workers’ material needs in the workplace.

As sex workers, we sympathise with the wish to over-emphasise pleasure, freedom, or power. This narrative may feel much better than being stigmatised as damaged, an animal or a piece of meat.

However, there is an obvious conflict of interest between a fantasy persona who loves their job and an activist who demands policy intervention to remedy the abuse of their human rights in the workplace. Using just one persona to assure your clients that you love your working conditions and also to highlight how inadequate they are is a difficult line to walk.

When sex workers market themselves as ‘upscale’ or ‘exclusive’, journalists often read this at face value and dismiss their voices as unrepresentative or privileged.49 Honorifics like ‘Mistress’ or ‘Domina’ signal to the public that the politics of the sex workers’ rights movement dovetail with the sexual roles we perform at work.† It suggests that these politics can be consumed as sex. Sex worker Lori Adorable writes, ‘If we continue to play the same role outside the dungeon as we do within it, we will remain alienated from our basic labor rights as well as our labor.’50

These politics produce a further category of ‘things we cannot say’ – the perspectives of sex workers who hate sex work. For the Erotic Professional, the figure of the unhappy sex worker becomes the unacceptable ‘other’ who must be disavowed at all costs in their own fight for social acceptance. The idea of sex as a site of trauma prompts a knee-jerk dismissal, where anti-prostitution politics are discredited as mere ‘prudishness’.* One activist writes, in response to sex workers discussing trauma,


I am not a victim. My clients do not victimize me. If you are an independent provider not being forced, perhaps you should consider another line of work. How can your sex work be healthy if you resent men so deeply? … You shouldn’t be doing sex work!! Healthy sex work requires that you be empowered.51



Another sex worker activist responds callously to a former sex worker’s claims that high numbers of people are raped in sex work, writing: ‘Guess again, honey – I haven’t been … If you love yourself and believe that you deserve to be loved by others, when you choose to become a sex worker, then you’ll probably be just fine. But if you don’t, then you’ll probably run into trouble.’52 Like any victim-blaming politics, this is both harmful, and a misdirected attempt to feel ‘in control’ – to fend off the possibility of sexual violence.

Carol Queen, in the same sex positivity essay quoted earlier, explicitly excludes those who are not having fun, writing: ‘I do not intend to encompass the experience of those whores … who are not sex positive, and who act out the negative expectations imposed on them by a sexist and sex negative culture.’53 Queen seems to position the workers’ dissatisfaction at work as their own fault for being ‘unenlightened’. A sex worker who is living precariously or in poverty, who is at risk of criminalisation or police violence, or who is being exploited by a manager or lacks negotiating power is not likely to be particularly ‘sex positive’ at work. These factors are structural, not a function of the worker’s state of enlightenment.

Some activists become so invested in defending sexually empowered prostitutes that they downplay or even deny that the sex industry can be a site of abuse. This can quickly devolve into personal attacks, as typified by one North American sex worker and blogger who has written of the ‘tragedy porn’ of ‘so-called survivors’ with testimonies ‘conveniently years or decades in the past, long enough for the evidentiary trail to have been washed away by their bucketfuls of crocodile tears’.*

Rape denialism is unconscionable and completely contrary to feminism. Those who are being exploited or harmed within commercial sex should be the central concern of the sex workers’ rights movement, yet such politics actively push them away. Exited survivor Rachel Moran has spoken about the hurt such attacks have caused her, writing, ‘My truths do not suit them, so my truths must be silenced.’54

Sex positive sex work politics are useful for the Erotic Professionals who advocate them and for carceral feminists who push for criminalisation. These groups share an interest in glossing over the material conditions of sex workers’ workplaces. For Erotic Professionals, to raise such topics either spoils the advertising illusion or is detrimental to the self protective identity they’ve created. For carceral feminists, arguing about the ‘meaning’ of sex usefully conceals practical, granular questions about sex workers’ access to power and resources at work – questions which, if examined, inevitably reveal that criminalisation cannot improve sex workers’ lives.

Both sometimes represent the debate as a simplified binary opposition: ‘Happy Hookers’ (who enjoys sex work and thus support decriminalisation) versus ‘Exited Women’ (who experienced harm in the sex industry and therefore support criminalisation). For instance, anti-prostitution feminist and theatre-maker Grace Dyas characterises the debate thusly:


The exited perspective says, you need to see the harm done to me and the harm done to women every day. The other side is like, you need to see I am enjoying it … So many women involved in sex work don’t want to be there … But the others are saying, ‘We’re also here; we’re enjoying it’.55



Dyas fails to acknowledge the prostitute experiencing harm or coercion who disagrees that criminalising commercial sex will necessarily bring her justice. She neglects to consider any concrete reason for this disagreement, attributing it instead to ‘enjoyment’.

Similarly, anti-prostitution campaigner Julie Bindel described the group ‘Survivors for Decrim’ as ‘the pro-prostitution lobby, co-opting the language of abolitionists to further your cause’. The group’s representative explained in reply, ‘We’re people who currently or formerly have sold/traded sex, who are survivors of violence or trauma, and who have a different perspective from you on how to deliver safety for people selling sex. That’s not pro-prostitution or co-opting.’ Bindel then claims, ‘Your wording implies you describe yourselves as survivors of the sex trade, which clearly is not true … You’re intentionally misleading the public.’56 The implication seems to be that to ‘legitimately’ be a survivor requires you to agree with certain politics around the sex industry. Those who support the decriminalisation of commercial sex are cast as ‘illegitimate’ survivors.

For anti-prostitution feminists, survivors who advocate decriminalisation constitute a category that cannot – or should not – exist. Those who experience sex work as miserable, violent, or exploitative but continue doing it are left politically bereft, pushed out by pro-sex politics in the sex worker movement and invisible to (or strategically unacknowledged by) carceral feminists, who consider the only legitimate victim to be one who has exited or will imminently exit prostitution. As Canadian prostitute and writer Sarah Mann argues, ‘Unhappy whores are stuck seeking political representation among either a camp that disavows their experiences or a camp that disavows their rights.’57

While the idea of selling sex as joyful sexuality is entirely at odds with the experiences of most prostitutes, we are not arguing for the focus on the sexual act to be completely discarded. (By the end of the following chapter, the tension between understanding sex work as sex and understanding sex work as work will become clearer.) As sex worker Pluma Sumaq writes:


Looking at the sexual nature of prostitution is essential to understanding prostitution. How could it not be? … Intimacy, sex and sexuality not only activate some of our deepest fears, but also some of our deepest woundings … Prostitution presents us with a reality that is sometimes too emotionally painful to unravel because as we attempt to do so, we begin to realize that it is our reality too. Sex and intimacy are personally also our own struggle.58



Being critical about sex positivity in the sex worker movement should not mean pretending sex is incidental. We can explore the sexual experiences of people in the sex trade in a way that respects the diversity of those experiences – whether they are bad or good – and doesn’t overwhelm the conversation about labour rights.

Thinking about sex work only as sex also allows any survivor of any sexual violence to claim the (real or imagined) traumas of sex workers as their own. In an article about brothel work in Germany, journalist Sarah Ditum imputes that a sex worker named Josie is experiencing daily trauma – based on the disclosure that she brings numbing cream to work in case a client is heavy-handed with a vibrator. In response, Ditum writes, ‘Prostitution [is] an institution that insists on the dehumanisation of women, the grinding away of our souls so we become easier to fuck, easier to use, easier to kill.’59 The use of ‘we’ and ‘are’ suggests that the experiences of a sex worker – in this case, Josie – are a struggle shared with all women. (Of course, the same cannot be said in reverse; ‘women’s liberation’ is not always shared with prostitutes.)60 So eager is she to link her own feelings to the vibrator story that Ditum neglects to ask whether the worker would like to see her workplace criminalised or not.

Feminist writer Gloria Steinem, too, typifies this when she writes: ‘Our spirits … break a little each time we see ourselves in chains or full labial display for the conquering male viewer, bruised or on our knees.’61 The language of the paragraph flickers between two perspectives: Steinem-as-viewer (‘our spirits break a little each time we see’) and Steinem-as-performer (‘ourselves in chains or full labial display’). Rendering the sex worker a symbol enables anti-prostitution campaigners to treat themselves and their concerns as interchangeable with those of sex workers, re-inscribing these concerns as representational rather than asking more granular questions of labour rights. As Melissa Gira Grant writes,


An image of a woman in porn can be seen to stand in for ‘all women’, whereas an actual woman performing in porn is understood as essentially other. So ‘defending women from images of women in porn’ is a project that’s understood (by some feminists) as a broader political project, whereas the labor rights of women who perform in porn are considered marginal.62



A sex worker may describe a bad experience as a labour-rights violation, sexual abuse, or simply a shitty day at work. Regardless, their testimonials are not merely symbols to be interpreted by non-prostitute feminists, especially not as part of rallying for the criminalisation of their income. Current workers are the experts on what current working conditions in the sex industry are like. It is frustrating to sex workers when the exited or non-prostitute perspective are centred, and our voices are treated as optional extras.

The difference between prostitutes and non-prostitutes and between current and former sex workers is fundamental not because of identities, but because of the material conditions of those who sell and trade sex. Only some people are actually having sex for money in the here and now – and others are not. No matter what stake they feel they have in the debate, non-prostitute and exited survivors cannot justifiably talk over sex workers who are still selling sex.

The difficult truth is that harm will come to people selling sex tonight, tomorrow, and for the foreseeable future. Nonetheless, for many people, doing so remains the only viable way to survive. The politics of Happy Hookers and Exited Women have no space for the existence of the unhappy sex worker, whose inconvenient truths disrupt the comforting delusion that prostitution is a sexual orientation. Instead, she is forced – usually by economic necessity – to continue choosing survival over a noble exit, and she reminds us that capitalism cannot be magicked away with liberal or carceral solutions. For this person, sex work may be sex – but it is also work, in a world that allows no alternative. Understanding what work is, however, is easier said than done.




2

Work


I’ve heard some of my white friends say that they’re in prostitution because of the power. Well, for Black women it’s for the money.

– Gloria Lockett1

Prostitution is not productive. The only ‘product’ of the sex trade is an orgasm for a man. That’s not productive, that’s not ‘work’.

– Sharon Hodgson, Labour MP2

Capital had to convince us that [housework] is a natural, unavoidable and even fulfilling activity to make us accept our unwaged work. In its turn, the unwaged condition of housework has been the most powerful weapon in reinforcing the common assumption that housework is not work, thus preventing women from struggling against it, except in the privatized kitchen-bedroom quarrel that all society agrees to ridicule, thereby further reducing the protagonist of a struggle. We are seen as nagging bitches, not workers in struggle.

– Silvia Federici, Wages Against Housework



Is Work Good?

As a society, we obsessively valorise work as a key locus of meaning, status, and identity in our lives. At the same time, we struggle with shit jobs, falling wages, and the correct suspicion that what many of us do for money all day contributes nothing of real value to our lives or communities. Instead, we mostly just make profits for people further up the chain. In this confused and confusing context, to do what you love is deeply aspirational, a lean-in fantasy that gives an individual the illusion of control, a daydream of power in the office – and, in reality, a significant class-marker. The women interviewed in magazines about their morning routines are invariably early risers not because they’re cleaning the office in question, but because they’re running it – and we are taught a moral lesson connecting their happiness to their productivity, to the accoutrements of their good life: the high-end gym, the smiling personal assistant, the architecture firm, the fresh flowers. They are here to show us: work is good.

The Erotic Professional and the anti-prostitution activist share the assumption that work is good. The Erotic Professional, as we saw in the last chapter, cultivates an image of professionalism and economic achievement, emphasising her specialised skills, equipment, and talent. Her narrative includes the status symbols associated with success: a large income, leisure time, a good education, home-ownership, and so on. Positioning herself within a context of luxury goods and conspicuous consumption is also an advertising strategy; it signals to wealthy clients that she is on their level, and that spending substantial sums on specialist forms of sex (or ‘connection’) is legitimate.

Along with sex positivity, the idea of the disabled client is often crucial to the politics of work that the Erotic Professional espouses. The disabled client, more than other men, typifies the figure of the deserving client. His need – seen as primarily a need for intimacy and connection rather than carnal passion – both professionalises and sanctifies the sex worker, portraying her in the soft, flattering light of a physical therapist or disability-rights advocate, and granting her work legitimacy through this lens. Not only does the Erotic Professional derive authentic pleasure from her work, but she does so within a framework of social value: who could deny such a man – depicted as desexualised, unthreatening and deserving – the intimacy and connection he craves? This is a patronising, ableist way to view disabled people. It is also an inadequate approach to sex workers’ rights, which should hinge on workers’ rights to safety, not on the purported social value of the work.

Through these fantasies and elisions, the Erotic Professional upholds mainstream notions of who deserves what. She agrees that prestigious work deserves respect and rewards – she merely wishes to expand our collective understanding of what prestigious work is to include herself, with her high income, her BDSM vocational calling, or her therapeutic approach to the deserving disabled client. The Erotic Professional’s political expression regularly includes the claim that the sex industry is amazing to work in, much more so than any other job. This line of argument makes the purpose and demands of the sex workers’ rights movement unclear: what problem are we trying to fix, if the situation is already perfect?

In a sense, anti-prostitution feminists implicitly agree with the Erotic Professional. They, too, think that the question of whether sex work is work should primarily be fought on the terrain of whether sex work is good work. They merely disagree that commercial sex could ever fall into the category of ‘good work’. They therefore position work in general as something that the worker should find fulfilling, non-exploitative, and enjoyable. Deviation from this supposed norm is treated as evidence that something cannot be work. ‘It’s not work, it’s exploitation’ is a refrain you hear again and again.3 One feminist policymaker in Sweden told a reporter, ‘Don’t say sex work, it’s far too awful to be work.’4 Awfulness and work are positioned as antithetical: if prostitution is awful, it cannot be work.

Anti-prostitution feminists and even policymakers often ask sex workers whether we would have sex with our clients if we weren’t being paid. Work is thus constantly being re-inscribed as something so personally fulfilling you would pursue it for free.5 Indeed, this understanding is in some ways embedded in anti-prostitution advocacy through the prevalence of unpaid internships in such organisations. Equality Now, a major, multimillion-dollar anti-prostitution organisation, instructs applicants that their eight-to-ten week internships will be unpaid (adding that ‘no arrangements can be made for housing’).6 Such posts are common: Ruhama advertises numerous volunteer roles that could easily be paid jobs. In 2017, a UK anti-slavery charity came under fire in the national press for advertising unpaid internships.7 In 2013, Turn Off the Red Light, an Irish anti-prostitution NGO consortium, advertised for an intern who would not be paid the minimum wage. The result of these unpaid and underpaid internships is that the women who are most able to build careers in the women’s sector – campaigning and setting policy agendas around prostitution – are women who can afford to do unpaid full-time work in New York and London. In this context, it is hardly a surprise that the anti-prostitution movement as a whole has a somewhat abstracted view of the relationship between work and money.

Work may be mostly positive for those who can largely set the parameters of the conversation, like high-profile journalists. However, this does not describe reality for most women workers or workers in general (or even many journalists).* Most workers suffer some unfair conditions in the workplace and would not, as a rule, do their jobs for free. Work is often pretty awful, especially when it’s low-paid and unprestigious. This is not to say that this state of affairs is good, or that we should accept it because it is normal, but nor is it useful to pretend that work is generally wonderful and exclude from our analysis the demands of workers whose experience does not meet this standard.

As with other jobs that women do, sexist devaluation of ‘women’s work’ erases the emotional labour and hustle that constitutes the bulk of sex workers’ actual efforts, reducing our job to simply being available for penetration at all times. Indeed, one of the key ideas used to treat prostitution as ‘not-work’ is the idea that we are simply holes: that we are offering up purchased consent. ‘A man paying a woman for sex does so on the premise that he can do what he likes with her body in the time he has purchased it’, writes one UK feminist.8 Although perhaps easy to distractedly nod along to, commentary such as this reveals itself, upon closer inspection, to be perpetuating what it claims to condemn. A massage therapist who – like a sex worker – sells time and services rather than a physical product is not doing so ‘on the premise that [a client] can do what he likes with her body in the time he has purchased’, and to make such a statement about a massage therapist would be obviously horrifying. That it can be claimed about sex workers shows how deep the belief goes that women who sell sex give up all bodily boundaries: it is a belief shared – and mutually reinforced – by those who assault us and those who imagine themselves our defenders.

Not only are such claims misogynist, they are also absurd. Consider common sex-industry acronyms such as OWO (‘oral without’, i.e., a blowjob without a condom) in adverts posted by workers and reviews posted by clients. The existence of such terminology speaks to a shared expectation that sex workers have boundaries to which they expect clients to adhere. After all, if boundaries become meaningless after money changes hands, why do these adverts and reviews bother to convey – in sex-industry jargon created specifically to communicate these details – that Mia sells oral sex with a condom while Jade offers ‘oral without’? Mia or Jade’s specifications around condom use would become irrelevant if their consent had actually been ‘purchased’.

Just as forcing a massage therapist to give you oral sex would constitute sexual assault, because she is not giving you the ‘right’ to her body when she sells massage services, forcing a sex worker to (for instance) have sex without a condom constitutes rape precisely because the sex worker has not sold the right for a client to use her body ‘as he likes in the time he has purchased it’. In this way, a sex worker is no different from an actor who knows the difference between performing a love scene and having her breasts groped after the cameras have stopped rolling, or the movie’s producer pressuring her to give him a ‘massage’ in his trailer. If we are serious about safety for sex workers in a post-Weinstein era, we will extend to them the same faith we give to film stars in their ability to differntiate between sexual touch at work and sexual touch that – even in the workplace – is assault.

Our ability to understand such assaults as rape depends on not understanding sex work as purchased consent, wherein sex workers hand over control of our boundaries and bodily rights with the exchange of cash. As sex worker Nikita told the 2017 Annual General Meeting of Amnesty International UK, ‘Part of believing me when I say I have been raped is believing me when I say I haven’t been.’9

We live in a culture where it is assumed that to penetrate someone sexually is intrinsically an act of dominance and to be sexually penetrated is to be made subservient. This means that the mistreatment of sex workers begins to seem natural. If we who sell sex are already degraded through penetration, then the further degradation of being written about as garbage cans, flesh holes, sperm receptacles, orifices, or blow-up dolls is seen as fact rather than as actively reproducing and perpetuating misogynist discourse – and all in the name of feminism.

In being candid about bad workplace conditions, sex workers fear handing a weapon to political opponents; their complaints about work paradoxically become ‘justification’ to dismiss them as not ‘real workers’.10 As one prominent UK feminist joked, ‘Ever thought about having multiple penises shoved up you as a career? … The longer you do it the more your earning potential decreases, but they say there’s a fetish for everything!’11 The joke is that sex workers ‘mistakenly’ think that what they do is work, even when that work can be sexist and ageist. Of course, if being subject to sexist and ageist discrimination at work excluded someone from the category of worker, most older women workers would be excluded: the gender pay gap increases with age.12 If the only ‘real’ worker is one who suffers no workplace oppression or exploitation, then all organising for workers’ rights becomes superfluous.

Some workers are lucky enough to have good pay, meaningful work, and autonomy, but most of us feel the sharp edge of exploitation in some way. Perhaps your boss took a cut of your tips, or forced you to work on your partner’s birthday or during your grandfather’s funeral. Perhaps you’ve started to resent the way your time-sheets always seem to entail an extra fifteen minutes of unpaid work at the end of the day, or how long you spend on your commute – time that’s not only uncompensated but actively expensive. You’re paying to get to work, and the company you work for is absorbing the benefit. In an important sense, waged work is exploitation. In a capitalist economy, bosses generate profits by paying you less for your labour than the money they make when the product of your labour is sold. It is not reasonable to assume that any kind of work – including sex work – is generally good.

Is Work Bad?

In the Parliament building, the small group of sex workers who had traipsed through the rain to meet with a Scottish government minister were asked to speak briefly about why we had entered prostitution. We went around the table. One single mother with several children explained that she got into sex work to support her family; another explained that, as an undocumented migrant, sex work was one of the few jobs available to her; a third explained that when she came out as trans and started her transition, she lost her mainstream job. A man talked about the homophobia he had experienced in other workplaces.

The minister was not impressed. She observed that we all seemed to have started selling sex in order to get money, in a tone suggesting not only that she was slightly incredulous, but that selling sex in order to earn an income seemed terribly mercenary to her. She contrasted our stories with those of sex workers who use drugs – they weren’t in prostitution for economic reasons, were they?

Of course, sex workers who use drugs certainly are in sex work for economic reasons – either to get money with which to buy what they need (like housing or drugs) or as part of a direct trade for these same things. In the cacophony that followed the minister’s question, as everybody tried to speak at once, this central point was lost.

People sell sex to get money. This simple fact is often missed, forgotten, or overlooked. This can be because sex workers are stigmatised to the extent that their motives are pathologised; it becomes inconceivable that people could do something considered so strange and terrible for the same mundane, relatable reasons that govern everybody else’s everyday lives.* (Doubly so if they are sex workers who use drugs.) Sometimes the centrality of money is more deliberately hidden because to do so serves a political purpose. If a right-wing politician downplays the extent to which sex work is about generating a decent income and instead emphasises the extent to which it is driven by a ‘criminal underworld’, he can sidestep awkward questions about the connections between prostitution, poverty, and government policy – and align anti-prostitution measures with populist ‘tough-on-crime’ approaches. For example, Texas has some of the most extensive laws in the United States when it comes to criminalising pimps, traffickers and criminal gangs – but the state legislature has repeatedly failed to fund services for sex trafficking victims, let alone fund programmes that would meaningfully address poverty and failures in the child-welfare system.13

Pathologising sex workers as unable to make ‘good’ decisions, rather than seeing them as people largely motivated by familiar, mundane needs, can lead to disastrous consequences. In 2013, a Swedish family court ruled that a young mother named Jasmine did not know what was best for herself; the court saw her sex work not as a flexible job that gave her a livable income while caring full-time for her children, but as a form of ‘self-harm’.14 The judge ruled that as she was engaged in self-harm, that she was unable to care for her children, and disregarded her warnings that her ex-partner was violent. Her ex was awarded child custody. When she visited him in order to see the children, he stabbed her to death.

Dismissing Jasmine’s prosaic, material reasons for doing sex work was key to the state’s fatally inadequate response to her needs. The belief that sex workers aren’t making – and can’t make – good decisions leads us not to a feminist utopia, but to coercive, punitive modes of ‘reform’.

Downplaying the practical and economic dimensions of prostitution also does some ideological heavy lifting for anti-prostitution feminists. For example, Catherine MacKinnon writes, ‘If there were no buyers, there would be no sellers, namely traffickers.’15 MacKinnon’s misidentification of ‘people who sell sex’ as ‘traffickers’ erases the fact that people who sell sex might be driven by economic need – a need which will not be solved by attempting to eradicate prostitution through criminal law. After all, if we forget for a second that people go to the streets because they need money, we needn’t grapple with what will replace the income they lose – or what the implications will be for their safety when they desperately try to recoup that income.16

Remove money from the conversation and sex workers seem bizarre or broken. As one academic writes, ‘The notion that prostitutes have distinctive personal biographies has a long and unhappy history: male myths about “the psychopathology of the prostitute” persist’ – and, in the twenty-first century, these myths have a feminist veneer.17 The sex worker, it is stated or implied, is not capable of understanding her own best interests and is instead acting out her childhood trauma. Anti-prostitution campaigner Kat Banyard, for example, argues that assuming a history of childhood sexual violence among sex workers ‘makes sense’ because ‘common consequences of childhood sexual abuse include difficulty asserting boundaries’.18 Sex working survivors have pushed back on this attempt to pathologise their lives. As Lori Adorable writes, ‘It’s not because of some kind of permanent “damage” or trauma-reenactment compulsion. It’s because [childhood sexual abuse] survivors often lack family support.’19 In other words, people who have fled an abusive family home have a compelling need to avoid returning to it and may sell sex as a strategy to avoid such a return. This is a material need, not a pathology.

‘Economic necessity is the main imperative for women becoming involved in prostitution’, according to UK Home Office researchers.20 Academic Julia Laite writes, ‘Several late-nineteenth-century studies found that up to half of the women selling sex in Britain had been domestic servants, and that many had hated it so much they had willingly left service.’21 Laite quotes a 1920s sex worker asking an arresting police officer, ‘What will you give me if I do give this up? A job in a laundry at two pounds a week – when I can make twenty easily?’22 Writing in the 1980s, sex worker Nickie Roberts echoes these perspectives:


Working in crummy factories for disgusting pay was the most degrading and exploitative work I ever did in my life … I think there should be another word for the kind of work working class people do; something to differentiate it from the work middle class people do; the ones who have careers. All I can think of is drudgery. It’s rotten and hopeless; not even half a life. It’s immoral. Yet as I say, it’s expected of working class women that they deny themselves everything … Why should I have to put up with a middle class feminist asking me why I didn’t ‘do anything – scrub toilets, even?’ than become a stripper? What’s so liberating about cleaning up other people’s shit?23



Through the lens of economic need, people’s reasons for engaging in sex work reappear not as aberrant or abject, but as a rational survival strategy in an often shitty world. As another set of researchers note, women ‘are more likely than men to be unemployed, to be under-employed and to be low paid’; in the face of these obstacles, ‘prostitution can be the more attractive option’.24

Dudu Dlamini, a sex worker in South Africa, says,


I had already been in Cape Town cleaning people’s fucking bloody houses. I’d done lots of washing for people in different houses. I’d wake early in the morning and open the windows, clean, cook, make porridge for their children, take their children to school, and do their ironing just for a place to sleep, for a plate of food, not even a cigarette on top of it. So I was done with that.25



A migrant woman in the UK who sells sex in a flat says, ‘This job is better; the money is good and quick. The cleaner job was really hard work and no good money. I still say I’m a cleaner, I have to lie, but I don’t want to be one.’26

Race and disability are key factors in sex work demographics. Pluma Sumaq writes that, for many people of colour, ‘Prostitution is not what you do when you hit rock bottom. Prostitution is what you do to stay afloat, to swim rather than sink, to defy rather than disappear.’27 An anonymous Māori mother writes,


My body isn’t capable of working a 40-hour week, nor allowing me to become qualified at something that pays well. I’m disabled from working, and I’m part of a society that doesn’t take care of people like me, people like my daughter [who is also disabled] … Being a sex worker means I can work when I am able and have days off when I’m not … I can spend lots of time caring for my daughter.28



Like other marginalised groups, LGBTQ people are over-represented in sex work.* Discrimination, rejection, and abuse – both at home and in wider communities – increase their precarity and vulnerability in a homophobic and transphobic society, leaving prostitution as one of the remaining viable routes out of destitution. Trans women in particular often find that formal employment is out of reach. Increased school drop-out rates, lack of family support, and lack of access to adequate healthcare (including the means to finance gender-affirming treatment) leave them exposed to poverty, illness, and homelessness. One-quarter of homeless youth in London are LGBTQ, and of that group nearly seventy per cent were forced out by their families.29

It is very difficult to prevent anyone from selling sex through criminal law. Criminalisation can make it more dangerous, but there is little the state can do to physically curtail a person’s capacity to sell or trade sex. Thus, prostitution is an abiding strategy for survival for those who have nothing – no training, qualifications, or equipment. There are almost no prerequisites for heading out to the streets and waiting for a client.† Survival sex work may be dangerous, cold, and frightening – but for people whose other options are worse (hunger, homelessness, drug withdrawal) it’s there as a last resort: the ‘safety net’ onto which almost any destitute person can fall. This explains the indomitable resilience of sex work.

For some anti-prostitution campaigners, concerns about the sex industry stand in place of a wider critique of capitalism. ‘Why is the Left in favour of the free market only when it is women’s bodies being bought and sold?’ asks Julie Bindel.30 This question either misunderstands or misrepresents the argument. What the Left actually favours is labour rights, to redress the balance of power between employers and workers. In a capitalist society, when you criminalise something, capitalism still happens in that market. When we are asked, in a capitalist society, to choose between criminalising commercial sex and decriminalising it, we are not offered an option for the ‘free market’ to not govern the proceedings. Look at the United States, where the use, sale, and distribution of drugs is, for the most part, criminalised. If, in Julie Bindel’s analysis, it can’t be a capitalist market because it is criminalised, are those activities therefore happening on a communist or socialist basis? Maybe the US drugs market operates as a gift economy?

In fact, as the US drugs market devastatingly illustrates, capitalism is in many ways at its most intense in criminalised markets. This is because in criminalised markets there can be no regulations, no workers’ rights. With commercial sex criminalised, there can be no workers’ rights, whereas with commercial sex decriminalised, people who sell sex can access labour law. The left supports the decriminalisation of sex work because the left supports workers having rights.

The high prevalence of marginalised people in prostitution is seen as evidence for its predatory strangeness, but in reality, it reflects the normalised, systemic failures of mainstream society. This reflection is so sharp it makes people uncomfortable – but rather than seeing that the source of their discomfort is the economic inequalities that produce this situation, they ‘other’ the problem by locating its source in prostitution. A similar dynamic can be seen in punitive responses to homelessness, such as fining people for begging or rough sleeping and installing ‘anti-homeless spikes’ to prevent them from using doorways for temporary shelter. An Oxford city councillor gave too-explicit an account of the underlying reasoning when he said, ‘I would like to go to some of these rough sleepers and say, “You are a disgrace.” I don’t think it would do any good, but they ought to have more respect.’31 It’s not hard to detect a commonality here with responses to street-based sex work, not least in how so many policy advocates emphasise decreasing the visibility of street-based sex work (rather than, say, increasing sex worker safety or decreasing poverty) as a key metric of success. The visibility of homelessness and street-based sex work makes people angry with those who are sleeping rough or selling sex outdoors.

To say that prostitution is work is not to say it is good work, or that we should be uncritical of it. To be better than poverty or a lower paid job is an abysmally low bar, especially for anyone who claims to be part of any movement towards liberation. People who sell or trade sex are among the world’s least powerful people, the people often forced to do the worst jobs. But that is precisely why anti-prostitution campaigners should take seriously the fact that sex work is a way people get the resources they need. Instead, this is airily dismissed – losing a bad job, we’re told, is no big deal.32 Losing jobs is how we achieve social change, we’re told. Anti-prostitution feminist Meghan Murphy writes, ‘I suppose we shouldn’t try to stop the oil industry because people will lose jobs? It isn’t super progressive … to defend harmful practices lest people lose jobs.’33 Those who make these arguments imagine ‘changing society’ through taking something away. (Of course, many of these jobs are not directly analogous to sex work: oil workers, bankers, and nuclear scientists are not already at the bottom of the social pile.) But people with relatively little are right to be fearful when their means of survival is taken away. British miners in the 1980s didn’t strike on the basis that mining was the most wonderful job – they were simply correct in their belief that, once mining was taken from them, Thatcher’s government would abandon their communities to desperate poverty. Likewise, few sex workers would object if you sought to abolish the sex industry by ensuring that they got the resources they need without having to sell sex.

Instead, however, one Labour politician cites what she considered to be sex workers’ ‘low’ income to argue that reducing it even further could not be a real concern.* It is when people’s incomes are low that reducing them is a terrifying prospect; it is when jobs are bad that workers most need workers’ rights.

Outsiders often think that selling sex must be a pretty horrible job, and many sex workers would agree. However, these sex workers may locate the problem not in sex but in work. Striking workers rely on their ability to refuse wages: the temptation to break the strike increases as your money runs out. In any negotiation, the most power is held by the side which is most able to walk away. We see this asymmetry of need within sex work – as anti-prostitution feminists often like to point out, no man needs to buy sex; it is ultimately a recreational activity. Sex workers, however, do have a need. As Dudu Dlamini says, ‘What it’s all about is money … What am I gonna eat with my kids? My kids are hungry now. I need quick cash … I felt, “I will go. I will survive. And I will come back with money. I will take care of my kids.”’34 In an important sense, clients are not the demand but the supply; for sex workers, clients represent the supply of resources into our lives.

We have witnessed clients using internet forums to organise a boycott against escorts in their area, forcing them to all drop their rates. The clients are, of course, easily able to forgo the luxury of commercial sex – and, as a result, their ringleader knows that the escorts are likely to yield, as he and his buddies can outlast the workers indefinitely. The person selling sex needs the transaction far more than the buyer does; this need makes the sex worker vulnerable. In the same way, a street-based worker suffering a lack of business after a police crackdown becomes desperate, and desperation makes them less able to refuse unfair demands. Compromise means capitulating to the client’s fears about avoiding the police; if he wants to do business in an unlit park at midnight to stay hidden, then he can make that demand or simply leave without paying. People are attracted to the concept of a Nordic-style law that criminalises only the sex buyer, and not the prostitute – but any campaign or policy that aims to reduce business for sex workers will force them to absorb the deficit, whether in their wallets or in their working conditions. As a sex worker in the Industrial Workers of the World observes,


I find that how easy, safe, and enjoyable I can make my work is directly related to whether I can survive on what I’m currently making … I might be safer if I refused any clients who make their disrespect for me clear immediately, but I know exactly where I can afford to set the bar on what I need to tolerate. If I haven’t been paid in weeks, I need to accept clients who sound more dangerous than I’d usually be willing to risk.35



When sex workers speak to this, we are often seemingly misheard as defending some kind of ‘right’ for men to pay for sex. In fact, as Wages For Housework articulated in the 1970s, naming something as work is a crucial first step in refusing to do it – on your own terms. Marxist-feminist theorist Silvia Federici wrote in 1975 that ‘to demand wages for housework does not mean to say that if we are paid we will continue to do it. It means precisely the opposite. To say that we want money for housework is the first step towards refusing to do it, because the demand for a wage makes our work visible, which is the most indispensable condition to begin to struggle against it.’36 Naming work as work has been a key feminist strategy beyond Wages For Housework. From sociologist Arlie Hochschild’s term ‘emotional labour’, to journalist Susan Maushart’s term ‘wife-work’, to Sophie Lewis’s theorising around surrogacy and ‘gestational labour’, naming otherwise invisible or ‘natural’ structures of gendered labour is central to beginning to think about how, collectively, to resist or reorder such work.

Just because a job is bad does not mean it’s not a ‘real job’. When sex workers assert that sex work is work, we are saying that we need rights. We are not saying that work is good or fun, or even harmless, nor that it has fundamental value. Likewise, situating what we do within a workers’ rights framework does not constitute an unconditional endorsement of work itself. It is not an endorsement of capitalism or of a bigger, more profitable sex industry. ‘People think the point of our organisation is [to] expand prostitution in Bolivia’, says ONAEM activist Yuly Perez. ‘In fact, we want the opposite. Our ideal world is one free of the economic desperation that forces women into this business.’37

It is not the task of sex workers to apologise for what prostitution is. Sex workers should not have to defend the sex industry to argue that we deserve the ability to earn a living without punishment. People should not have to demonstrate that their work has intrinsic value to society to deserve safety at work. Moving towards a better society – one in which more people’s work does have wider value, one in which resources are shared on the basis of need – cannot come about through criminalisation. Nor can it come about through treating marginalised people’s material needs and survival strategies as trivial. Sex workers ask to be credited with the capacity to struggle with work – even to hate it – and still be considered workers. You don’t have to like your job to want to keep it.
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Borders

It is common for sex workers’ rights advocates to argue that sex work is different from trafficking. This serves as a kind of rhetorical dividing line: it says, ‘We do not have to talk about this. It is a different category of thing’. This is not the argument we are going to make. The reality is both more complex and more important.

Trafficking is a topic that rightly concerns progressives. It speaks to global inequalities of power, money, and safety. It is legitimate to be sympathetic to sex workers’ rights perspectives and also have big concerns about trafficking into the sex industry.

Sex trafficking is often presented as the iteration of human trafficking – to the extent that the two phrases often seem to mean the same thing. Given how strong this link is in the public mind, you might be impatient for this chapter to discuss commercial sex, not borders. However, a major problem with the way these ideas are lumped together is that trafficking into the sex industry is, in fact, only one symptom among many in the much larger process of undocumented migration.* Commercial sex within this context cannot be properly understood without talking about migration. Exploited people – working in the sex industry, in car washes, in hotels, or in freezing cabbage fields in Lincolnshire – are victims of problems that are systemic and largely originate from the state, rather than from individuals.

However, trafficking is often not clearly defined; people use the same word but mean different things by it. Focusing just on commercial sex, some people use trafficking to mean all prostitution, or all migration into the sex industry. Others mean all migration into the sex industry that involves help from a third party, even if that third party is not seeking financial gain (for instance, a friend or a relative). It might cover anyone who incurs debt in the process of crossing borders without papers, or who incurs such a debt and pays that debt off through sex work. It might mean anybody who works for a manager while selling sex – or it might mean all sex-industry workplaces where abuse occurs, regardless of the migration status of the workers. It might mean kidnap and rape.

Being specific about what kinds of situations are being discussed helps make sense of the conversation, even when the speakers disagree about the problems or the solutions. Trafficking is often presented as an ‘apolitical’ topic about which everyone can agree. As migration academics Bridget Anderson and Rutvica Andrijasevic write, approaching the topic of trafficking critically ‘is akin to saying that one endorses slavery or is against motherhood and apple pie. Trafficking is a theme that is supposed to bring us all together.’1 But once we drill down to specifics, genuine political fault-lines are revealed. Everyone does not agree.

Governments, NGOs, and corporations all fund policies and actions under the heading of ‘anti-trafficking’. UK law defines trafficking as arranging or facilitating the arrival of another ‘for the purposes of exploitation’ using force, fraud, coercion, or in exchange for ‘the giving or receiving of payments’ (i.e., for money).2 Exploitation is defined as ‘slavery, servitude, forced or compulsory labour’, the removal of organs, or general prostitution offences. This means, for example, that in countries where brothel-keeping is criminalised, arranging someone’s travel so that they can work in a brothel becomes a trafficking offence. US law defines sex trafficking as ‘the recruitment, harbouring, transportation, provision, or obtaining of a person for the purpose of a commercial sex act’ – which, reading closely, we note does not necessarily entail the kinds of harms we might associate with the term ‘sex trafficking’.3 ‘Harbouring’, after all, can mean letting a sex worker friend crash at your place for a while. Some corporations are legally bound to do anti-trafficking work; for example, auditing for trafficking in their supply chains. Some do additional work – for example, retailers like Body Shop and AllSaints have launched awareness-raising campaigns, with a portion of their profit going to anti-trafficking work. Governments attempt to counter trafficking through legislation (for example, the UK’s 2015 Modern Slavery Act), as well as trade deals and diplomacy.*

Broadly, most anti-trafficking NGOs come at the issue from either a human rights perspective, a carceral-feminist perspective, or a Christian perspective. Some mix two or more of these perspectives, but these three strands are the most useful for categorising these organisations’ approaches. Generally, NGOs that approach the topic from a human rights–based perspective are doing work that is relatively unglamorous and not usually headline-grabbing; for example, they may be working on issues around cobalt mining in the Democratic Republic of Congo, fishing off the coast of Thailand, or migrant domestic workers in the United States.4 Christian and carceral-feminist NGOs both tend to focus on trafficking into prostitution. Typically, their work tends to align around the goal of abolishing commercial sex through criminal law in order to ‘end sex trafficking’.

Very few ordinary employees in these organisations are wealthy; most earn average incomes. Some grassroots anti-trafficking campaigners, like sex worker activists, struggle to earn a living. But, although individual activists may not feel it, a huge amount of money is poured into anti-prostitution work done through the prism of anti-trafficking. In 2012, in the United States alone, the collective budget of thirty-six large anti-prostitution anti-trafficking organisations (with many smaller organisations excluded from the calculation) totalled 1.2 billion dollars, while the US federal government budgets a further $1.2 to $1.5 billion annually for anti-trafficking efforts.5 The vast majority of this money is spent on campaigning, as opposed to supporting survivors; in 2014, the United States had only about one thousand beds available for victims of trafficking.6 (By contrast, in 2013, the collective budget for the sex workers’ rights movement for the entire world was 10 million dollars.)7

Monstrosity and Innocence

Carceral feminists hold that if we could abolish prostitution through criminalising clients and managers, the trafficking of women would end, as there would be no sex trade to traffic them into. As the deputy prime minister of Sweden writes, ‘It is very obvious to us that there is a very clear link between prostitution and trafficking … Without prostitution there would be no trafficking of women.’8 This perspective also views prostitution as intrinsically more horrifying than other kinds of work (including work that is ‘low-status’, exploitative, or low-paid), and as such, views attempting to abolish prostitution through criminal law as a worthwhile end in itself. For those who hold these views, defending sex workers’ rights is akin to defending trafficking.

In these conversations, trafficking becomes a battle between good and evil, monstrosity and innocence, replete with heavy-handed imagery of chains, ropes, and cuffs to signify enslavement and descriptors such as nefarious, wicked, villainous, and iniquitous.9 This ‘evil’ is driven by the aberrance of commercial sex and by anomalous (and distinctly racialised) ‘bad actors’: the individual villain, the pimp, the trafficker. A police officer summarises this approach as: ‘we’ll put all these pimps, all these traffickers in prison … and that’ll solve the problem’.10 Numerous images associated with modern anti-trafficking campaigns feature a white girl held captive by a Black man: he is a dark hand over her mouth or a looming, shadowy figure behind her.11

Fancy-dress ‘pimp costumes’ offer a cartoonishly racist vision of 1970s Black masculinity, while American law-enforcement unashamedly use terms such as ‘gorilla pimp’ and link trafficking to rap music.12 There is a horror-movie entertainment quality to this at times: tourists can go on ‘sex-trafficking bus tours’ to shudder over locations where they’re told sexual violence has recently occurred (‘perhaps you are wondering where these crimes take place’)13 or buy an ‘awareness-raising’ sandwich featuring a naked woman with her body marked up as if for a butcher.14 Conventionally sexy nude women are depicted wrapped in tape or packed under plastic, with labels indicating ‘meat’.15

Conversely, the victim is often presented with her ‘girlishness’ emphasised. Young women are styled to look pre-pubescent, in pigtails or hair ribbons, holding teddy bears. This imagery suggests another key preoccupation shared by modern and nineteenth-century anti-trafficking campaigners: innocence. A glance at the names chosen for police operations and NGOs highlights this: Lost Innocence, Saving Innocence, Freedom4Innocence, the Protected Innocence Challenge, Innocents at Risk, Restore Innocence, Rescue Innocence, Innocence for Sale.16

For feminists, this preoccupation with feminine ‘innocence’ should be a red flag, not least because it speaks to a prurient interest in young women. Conversely, LGBTQ people, Black people, and deliberate prostitutes are often left out of the category of innocence, and as a result harm against people in these groups becomes less legible as harm. For example, a young Black man may face arrest rather than support; indeed, resources for runaway and homeless youth (whose realities are rather more complex than chains and ropes) were not included in the US Congress’s 2015 reauthorisation of the Justice for Victims of Trafficking Act.17 Anti-trafficking statutes often exclude deliberate prostitutes from the category of people able to seek redress, as to be a ‘legitimate’ trafficking victim requires innocence, and a deliberate prostitute, however harmed, cannot fulfil that requirement.18

There is a huge emphasis on kidnapping and, correspondingly, heroic rescues. In the wildly popular action film Taken (2008), the daughter of the hero (played by Liam Neeson) is snatched by Albanian sex traffickers while on holiday in Paris. Taken typifies many real anti-trafficking campaigns, presenting trafficking as a context-free evil, a kidnap at random that could happen to anyone, anywhere. As if to emphasise the links between Hollywood and policy, the ‘hero’ is literally written into US law – the HERO Act (which stands for the Human Exploitation Rescue Operations Act) takes funding from Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) to train US military veterans to fight trafficking.19 (In Taken, Neeson has daughter-rescuing skills due to his time as a CIA agent.) Visitors to the website of the Freedom Challenge, an anti-trafficking NGO, are told:


You crawl into bed and wrap yourself in your favorite blanket … You’re alone, sleeping soundly and dreaming sweetly. Suddenly, a rustling in the next room jolts you awake. You … tiptoe across the cold floor and crack open the door. A bag is thrown over your head. You’re carried away.20



A spokeswoman for another organisation told reporters that being ‘stolen off the street’ at random by human traffickers constituted ‘a very big possibility’ and warned people to stay in groups to avoid being kidnapped.21 An anxious mother’s claim that she thought her children were going to be abducted by traffickers in IKEA was shared more than 100,000 times on social media.22 (All this resonates with nineteenth-century white-slavery fears; in 1899, a missionary with the Women’s Christian Temperance Union reported ‘there is a slave trade in this country, and it is not Black folks at this time, but little white girls – thirteen, fourteen, sixteen, and seventeen years of age – and they are snatched out of our arms, and from our Sabbath schools and from our Communion tables’.)23 Slick, shareable videos depict young girls grabbed by strangers on the street, vanishing into vans.24

The plot of Taken repeatedly highlights the traffickers’ nationality. After the film’s success, Neeson had to issue a statement reassuring US parents that their children could go on school trips to Paris without being snatched by Albanian trafficking gangs.25 ‘The foreigner’, writes historian Maria Luddy, has always been ‘an international figure symbolic of the white slaver.’26

The Role of the Border

People are not, en masse, being snatched off the street. A report from the UK’s anti-slavery commission notes that cases of kidnap are very unusual, essentially because it would make little sense to ‘give’ someone the services of taking them across a border for free, when people are willing to pay up to thirty thousand pounds to be taken across that same border.27 The vast, vast majority of people who end up in exploitative situations were seeking to migrate and have become entrapped in a horrifically exploitative system because when people migrate without papers they have few to no rights. Acknowledging that people who end up in exploitative situations wanted to migrate is not to blame them. It is to say that the solution to their exploitative situation is to enable them to migrate legally and with rights. Everything else is at best a distraction (sexy chains! evil villains!) and at worst, actively worsens the problem by pushing for laws which make it harder, not easier, to migrate legally and with rights.

You might be thinking that we seem to be talking about people smuggling rather than people trafficking, and that those two things are different. People smuggling is when someone pays a smuggler to get them over a border: in UK law, human trafficking is when someone is transported for the purposes of forced labour or exploitation using force, fraud, or coercion. It’s tempting to think of these as separate things, but there is no bright line between them: they are two iterations of the same system.

Let’s break it down. It is common for people to take on huge debts to smugglers to cross a border. So far, so good: clearly smuggling. But once the journey begins, the person seeking to migrate finds that the debt has grown, or that the work they are expected to undertake upon arrival in order to pay off the debt is different from what was agreed. Suddenly, the situation has spiralled out of control and they find themselves trying to work off the debt, with little hope of ever earning enough to leave. Smuggling becomes trafficking. The discourse of trafficking largely fails to help people in this situation, because it paints them as kidnapped and enchained rather than as trying to migrate. It therefore seeks to ‘rescue’ them by blocking irregular migration routes and sending undocumented people home— often the very last thing trafficked people want. Although they might hate their exploitative workplace, their ideal option would be to stay in their destination country in a different job or with better workplace conditions; an acceptable option would be to stay in the country under the current, shit working conditions, but the very worst option would be to be sent home with their debt still unpaid.

By viewing trafficking as conceptually akin to kidnap, anti-trafficking activists, NGOs, and governments can sidestep broader questions of safe migration. If the trafficked person is brought across borders unwillingly, there is no need to think about the people who will attempt this migration regardless of its illegality or conclude that the way to make people safer is to offer them legal migration routes. People smuggling tends to happen to less vulnerable migrants: those who have the cash to pay a smuggler upfront or have a family or community already settled in the destination country. People trafficking tends to happen to more vulnerable migrants: those who must take on a debt to the smuggler to travel and who have no community connections in their destination country. Both want to travel, however, and this is what anti-trafficking conversations largely obscure with their talk about kidnap and chains.

Our position is that no human being is ‘illegal’. People should have the right to travel and to cross borders, and to live and work where they wish. As we wrote in the introduction, border controls are a relatively new invention – they emerged towards the end of the nineteenth century as part of colonial logics of racial domination and exclusion. (ICE, the brutal American immigration enforcement police, was only created in its modern form in 2003; the previous iteration of it is as recent as the 1930s, an agency called Immigration and Naturalization Services.) The mass migrations of the twenty-first century are driven by human-made catastrophes – climate change, poverty, war – and reproduce the glaring inequalities from which they emerge. Countries in the global north bear hugely disproportionate responsibility for climate change, yet disproportionately close their doors to people fleeing the effects of climate choas, leaving desperate families to sleep under canvas amid snow at the edges of Fortress Europe. As migrant-rights organiser Harsha Walia writes, ‘While history is marked by the hybridity of human societies and the desire for movement, the reality of most of migration today reveals the unequal relations between rich and poor, between North and South, between whiteness and its others.’28

A system where everybody could migrate, live, and work legally and in safety would not be a huge, radical departure; it would simply take seriously the reality that people are already migrating and working, and that as a society we should prioritise their safety and rights. Some journalists and policymakers argue that migration brings down wages. However, the current system, wherein undocumented people cannot assert their labour rights and as a result are hugely vulnerable to workplace exploitation, brings down wages by ensuring that there is a group of workers who bosses can underpay or otherwise exploit with impunity. Low wages and workplace exploitation are tackled through worker organising and labour law – not through attempting to limit migration, which produces undocumented workers who have no labour rights.

However, instead of starting from the premise of valuing human life, the countries of the global north enact harsh immigration laws that make it hard for people from global south countries to migrate. You don’t stop people wanting or needing to migrate by making it illegal for them to do so, you just make it more dangerous and difficult, and leave them more vulnerable to exploitation. Punitive laws may dissuade some from making the journey, but they guarantee that everyone who does travel is doing so in the worst possible conditions. Spending billions of dollars on policing borders actively makes this worse, without addressing the reasons people might want to migrate – notably, gross inequality between nations, which in large part is a legacy of colonial – and contemporary – plunder and imperialist violence.

Thinking about how this plays out in practice may help illustrate the absurd cruelty of this set of systems. Again, let’s keep commercial sex to one side for now, because it takes attention away from what is crucial here: borders make people vulnerable, and that vulnerability is what abusive people prey upon.

A citizen of France can purchase a French passport for under a hundred euros. If they then find themselves in Turkey, having a French passport means that they can purchase a ferry ticket to Greece – in other words, into the European Union – for less than twenty euros. Because this person can travel legally, they can travel cheaply, safely, and without the help of a people smuggler. In contrast, someone in Turkey with Somali travel documents, attempting to reach friends within the European Union, does not have the correct documents to take the tourist ferry. This person is likely to have to pay a smuggler. Because the smuggler is taking on a relatively high degree of risk – people smuggling is a serious criminal offence! – and because the person seeking to migrate is desperate to travel, the price point is high. The person without papers might be charged several thousand euros to make a similar journey to that of the tourist ferry, but in an unsafe, overcrowded boat.29

You can see this dynamic in action at the US–Mexico border. In 1994, the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) was signed. Two million Mexican farmers were forced off their land and into destitution while food prices within Mexico rose. As a result, a quarter of the population is regularly unable to afford sufficient food to avoid hunger.30 During the same period, the border was increasingly hardened and militarised, making it more and more difficult for undocumented people to cross. (In 1992, the US Border Patrol had 3,555 agents on the southern border; by 2009, it had more than 20,000.)31 Nonetheless, people continue to try, for the obvious reason that they are seeking to escape hunger and poverty and to send remittances home to mitigate the poverty of their families.

The clash between people’s need to migrate and intensifying border fortifications has predictable outcomes. Migration scholars Nassim Majidi and Saagarika Dadu-Brown write that intensifying border restrictions creates ‘new migrant-smuggler relationships’, adding that ‘smugglers will take advantage of a border closure or restriction to increase prices’.32 Since the early 1990s, the Border Patrol has recovered the bodies of 6,000 people on the US side of the border, with as many as double that number thought to be lying undiscovered in the desert.33 Isabel Garcia, co-chair of a local US migrants’ rights organisation, says ‘we never thought that we’d be in the business of helping to identify remains like in a war zone, and here we are’.34 The US Department of Homeland Security reports that, as the border hardened, the costs to migrants who hire smugglers significantly increased – yet the proportion of migrants using the services of smugglers also increased, from 45 per cent to around 95 per cent.35 Even as the inability to cross borders legally directly pushes would-be migrants into the arms of people smugglers, it increases the fees these smugglers can charge. As ethnologist Samuel Martinez writes, ‘We have known for more than a decade that higher and longer walls, increased Border Patrol surveillance, and heightened bureaucratic impediments to immigration have deflected immigrants into the grip of smugglers.’36 This pattern repeats at borders around the world. In Nepal, the International Labour Organisation found that banning women under the age of thirty from emigrating (which aimed to tackle their exploitation) had instead ‘strengthened unlicensed migration agents’, increasing the ability of these agents to entrap women in exploitative situations.37

This interplay is familiar to us in other contexts. When abortion is criminalised, women seeking abortions turn to back-street abortionists – some of whom will be altruistic, many of whom will be unscrupulous.38 Although the pro-choice movement obviously decries people who charge exploitative fees to perform criminalised abortions in unsafe or neglectful ways, we also recognise that these bad actors are not aberrant villains who have come out of nowhere.* Instead, the criminalisation of abortion has directly created the market for unscrupulous abortion providers. Rather than simply ‘cracking down’, the policy solution that has put them out of business where it has been implemented is, of course, access to safe, legal, free abortion services. People living in places like England and Canada who can access free abortion services do not tend to pay people to perform dangerous back-alley procedures. Why would they? In the same way, people who can cross borders legally do not pay someone to smuggle them across. Like the people who perform illegal abortions, smugglers are not inexplicable villains; instead, the criminalisation of undocumented migration has directly created the market for people smuggling.

Many people engaging in undocumented migration agree to repay the debt that they take on to pay a smuggler through work in their destination country. This is common sense: people who are driven to migrate to escape poverty or war cannot normally produce large sums of money up front. Again, criminalisation directly creates conditions where harm can flourish. As a smuggler is by definition acting outside the law, and the migrant is already breaking laws in crossing the border, there is no legal recourse when the smuggler breaks the agreement or changes the terms. Often this happens midway through the journey or upon arrival in the destination country – points in the process where the person has little way of backing out, and has to accept these new conditions, however unfair.

Even in the best-case scenario, when an undocumented person finds work that is completely independent from the smuggling networks they used to cross the border, their lack of legal immigration status means they are intensely vulnerable to exploitation or other forms of abuse at the hands of their employer. They have little to no recourse to employment law; making themselves visible to state authorities as part of attempting to access justice or redress for workplace abuse will simply lead to their deportation. The Platform for International Cooperation on Undocumented Migrants (PICUM), an NGO network which defends undocumented people in Europe, writes,


As undocumented migrants are limited to the informal sector, they often work without an employment contract meaning they have significant difficulties to prove labour-relations in a court of law. Even when a contract has been signed, it is usually considered invalid, due to the irregular status of the worker, and thus unenforceable … Further, if an undocumented worker reports violence or criminal labour exploitation to the police, they face arrest and deportation, rather than protection and justice.39



Focus on Labour Exploitation (FLEX), an NGO that tackles the exploitation of migrant workers in Europe, notes that ‘fear of immigration authorities is a major barrier to reporting for undocumented workers … The threat of reporting to police or immigration authorities is routinely used by unscrupulous employers to hold workers in abusive situations.’40 FLEX cites an example of two undocumented men who were forced to work without pay in a laundromat. Their employer claimed that their pay was going towards their residence permits; however, ‘the employer never arranged the promised residence permit, and instead threatened the men with reporting them to the police if they complained … The two men were too afraid to disclose their situation to the labour inspectors.’41 Carolina Gottardo of the Latin American Women’s Rights Service points out that ‘when women are undocumented and employers know about it, they are very easy prey for very serious manners of labour exploitation’.42 To talk about this is not to digress from sex trafficking; it is to understand the broader, state-led systems which produce exploitation for undocumented people.

Let’s look at another example of this dynamic: a situation where an employer controls a migrant worker’s visa. Abdul Azad took on debt to come to the UK on the promise of a well-paid job in a restaurant. Upon arrival, he discovered he would be working for no pay, in conditions of absolute squalor in an isolated hotel in the remote countryside. He had not entered the country illegally, but his visa was dependent upon his employer, and Azad feared he and the other men trapped at the hotel would be deported, with their debts unpaid, if they contacted the police. His employer, he says, would ‘show us copies of our visa on his computer and say, “Here is your name. I will cancel your sponsorship any time. This is my power.”’43 Abdul was not wrong to fear this: when his case came to the attention of the police, his employer was jailed – but Abdul was deported.44

Both the US and UK typically tie domestic workers’ visas to a specific employer. As a result, a staggering 80 per cent of migrant domestic workers entering the US find that they have been deceived about their contract, and 78 per cent have had employers threaten them with deportation if they complain.45 In the UK, these ‘tied visas’ were only introduced – by Prime Minister Theresa May, who was home secretary at the time – in 2012, so it is possible to see their effect very clearly. Migrant domestic workers who entered the UK after 2012 on a tied visa are twice as likely to be physically abused by their employers as those who arrived on a visa that gave them the right to change employers.46 Compared to migrant domestic workers on the previous, more flexible form of visa, those on tied visas are substantially more likely to be underpaid, assaulted, and overworked, to be expected to sleep on the floor, and to have their passports confiscated by their employers.47 Punitive immigration law produces harm.

However, much mainstream trafficking discourse characterises the abuse of migrants and people selling sex as the work of individual bad actors, external to and independent of state actions and political choices. Sometimes this discourse works not only to obscure the role of the state but to absolve it. One feminist commentator, for example, writes of the sex trade that ‘criminalisation doesn’t rape and beat women. Men do’.48 From this, we might conclude that changing the law is pointless because, what makes women vulnerable is simply men. This may feel true for women who do not have to contend with immigration law, police, or the constant fear of deportation, but we can see from the results of tied visas that the legal context – including migration law – is heavily implicated in producing vulnerability and harm.

For undocumented migrant workers looking to challenge bad workplace conditions, penalties do not stop at deportation; instead, these workers face criminalisation if they are discovered. In the UK, someone convicted of ‘illegal working’ can face up to fifty-one weeks in prison, an unlimited fine, and the prospect of their earnings being confiscated as the ‘proceeds of crime’.49 This increases undocumented people’s justified fear of state authorities and makes them even less able to report labour abuses. Such laws therefore heighten their vulnerability and directly push them into exploitative working environments, thereby creating a supply of highly vulnerable, ripe-for-abuse workers. Increasingly, border enforcement is infiltrating new areas of civic life. Landlords are now expected to check tenants’ immigration status before renting to them; proposals have been floated to freeze or close the bank accounts of undocumented people, and a documentation check was introduced in England when accessing both healthcare and education, as part of an explicit ‘hostile environment’ policy (although both have been challenged by migrants’ rights organisers, including in court). The UK devotes far more resources to policing migration than it does to preventing the exploitation of workers. Researcher Bridget Anderson notes that ‘the [National Minimum Wage] had 93 compliance officers in 2009 and the Gangmasters Licensing Authority [which works to protect vulnerable and exploited workers] had 25 inspectors … The proposed number of UK Border Agency Staff for Local Immigration teams … is 7,500.’50

This is the context in which commercial sex frequently occurs. Undocumented or insecurely documented people are enmeshed within a punitive, state-enforced infrastructure of deportability, disposability, and precarity. Any work they do – whether it is at a restaurant, construction site, cannabis farm, nail bar, or brothel – carries a risk of being detained, jailed, or deported. In any work they do, they will be unable to assert labour rights. Even renting a home or accessing healthcare can be difficult. All this makes undocumented people more dependent on those who can help them – such as the people they paid to helped them cross the border, or an unscrupulous employer. It should therefore be no surprise that some undocumented migrants are pushed into sex work by those they rely on, or that some enter into it even if the working conditions are exploitative or abusive.

The experiences of a Thai woman working in the UK illustrate-some of these complexities. She speaks of her high debt to get into the country and the bad working conditions and low pay she encountered in restaurant work, but also the higher pay she gets from sex work now that she has no debt to repay:


I came to work in England because there is no money in Thailand … To come here so I made a contract with people, I had to give them back £22,000 … I used to work and live in the same flat [a brothel], twenty-four hours a day, with three other Thai girls. We used to give her [the smuggler] all the money, except £200 to send to our families, but she did not take care of us … we only had one egg per day to eat and she put washing-up liquid in the shampoo bottle. I paid up in eight months and was free. I work here [in a brothel] and in a restaurant now. The restaurant is better because it’s got good reputation. Whereas here it’s good money but bad reputation. Now I am okay, but I am only scared that immigration could come here and make me go back to Thailand.51



A Brazilian woman explains to the same researchers that if she had legal immigration status, she would do a different job than sex work: ‘I decided to come to the UK because a girl I was working with in Spain took me here … She was Brazilian as well. She had told me that the UK was better for work and I needed money … If I was legal I would look for another job.’52 Another migrant woman, who had also previously worked in Spain, notes that even decriminalising sex work does not make undocumented workers safe from the state: ‘I felt more secure in Spain. I guess the only way would be to make it legal … to work in brothels, but then that would not be enough because I could not be working there as I have no papers.’53

The constraints of immigration law come up again and again. One woman tells researchers, ‘It is so difficult for Thai people to get a visa for the UK, why? If you want to come here to work you need to use these systems and people and it is very dangerous.’54 Another adds: ‘It is very bad, the girls want to go abroad and have a better life, but these people make money out of them, and on the other hand it’s the only way to come! … The Home Office should give more visas. It’s difficult here if you are illegal!’55 Nick Mai, who conducted the research, writes,


There is a direct correlation between the degree of difficulty in obtaining and maintaining documentation and the vulnerability of interviewees to exploitation, whether they work in the sex or in other industries … Immigration status is the most important single factor engendering migrant workers’ vulnerability to exploitation in the UK sex industry. [emphasis ours]56



However, the way trafficking is discussed allows exploitation to be presented as unrelated to this system. For example, in 2018, news agencies reported that German police had ‘smashed’ an organisation that was trafficking Thai women into German brothels.57 In response, one anti-prostitution feminist in the UK noted, ‘this is the problem with legalising prostitution. Demand outstrips willing supply, and so you get trafficking.’58 The Thai media reported that the women in question had been intending to migrate and had been aware that they were going to be selling sex upon arrival. They had paid to be smuggled into Germany, and had been deceived as to their remuneration and the conditions in which they would be working.59 In the aftermath of the raid, the German authorities were weighing up the possibility of prosecuting these exploited undocumented people for working without the correct visa.60

To locate the problem in the existence of prostitution, as the UK feminist commentator seems to, renders invisible the material things that made them vulnerable to harm. Europe’s border regime meant they had to pay exploitative people huge sums of money in order to be smuggled in, and that once in, they had zero access to labour rights as their discovery by the state risked them being prosecuted. These two factors combined to produce a situation wherein they could be horribly exploited by their employers. None of this is to downplay what happened to them – instead, it is to highlight the inadequacy of a carceral ‘anti-trafficking’ response to their situation. Such an approach actively obscures the role of the border in producing the harms they suffered, and compounds these harms by rendering it prosaic that they face deportation and potential prosecution. Indeed, it is striking that although the spectre of commercial sex attracted attention to this case among the UK commentariat, the idea that this was an anti-trafficking raid – and therefore simply a ‘good thing’ – foreclosed any interest in what happened to these people after their discovery by the state. Their potential prosecution – and inevitable deportation – become unremarkable and unremarked upon. As Nandita Sharma writes,


Anti-trafficking policies do a great disservice to migrating people, especially the most vulnerable. By diverting our attention away from the practices of nation-states … they channel our energies to support a law-and-order agenda of ‘getting tough’ with ‘traffickers’. In this way, anti-trafficking measures are ideological: they render the plethora of immigration and border controls as unproblematic and place them outside of the bounds of politics. [emphasis ours]61



Instead of locating exploitation within the state systems that push migrants into debt and force them to work in the grey economy with no workplace protections, anti-trafficking ideology locates exploitation in the figure of the villain. In Houston, Texas, one anti-trafficking organisation set up a ‘museum of modern-day slavery’. In it they displayed a shackle dating from chattel slavery in North America, next to a high-heeled shoe. The shoe was titled ‘A Modern-Day Shackle’, and the caption reads:


This shoe was found after [a] … cantina known as Las Palmas was raided by law enforcement. Women are forced to wear clothing like this shoe to attract business. This type of clothing marks them as business property and is considered a modern-day shackle.62



The shoe is an ordinary high-heeled shoe of the sort that you can buy on any high street. For anybody to claim that it is ‘considered a modern-day shackle’ is an absurdly overheated fantasy. Comparing it to an actual shackle trivialises the real history of chattel slavery, a history which, as racial justice organiser Robyn Maynard writes, remains ‘a living, breathing horror for anybody … with Black skin in the Americas’.63 This fantasy also obscures something real, which is that a woman kicked these shoes off in order to run from the cops.

As the caption notes, these shoes were found after a cantina was ‘raided by law enforcement’. In choosing to see an ordinary shoe as a ‘shackle’ rather than identifying the key problem as criminalisation and the police, anti-trafficking activists misdirect attention away from the structures of the state and onto a fictional, shackle-wielding monster.

White Guilt and the ‘New Slave Trade’

Trafficking anxieties have always been deeply tied to white nationalism. White women’s bodies – threatened by prostitution – come to stand in for the body politic of the nation, threatened by immigration. This is clearly legible in late-nineteenth-century concerns over ‘white slavery’, a panic that overtook Britain and the US in which campaigners thought that young white women were being lured into forced prostitution by Black and Jewish men. This panic was driven by the rapid growth of cities, women’s increasing migration to cities as workers outside the home, and fears around women’s economic independence, which combined with white-supremacist fears over ‘race mixing’ to create the conditions for a racist panic.

Academic Jo Doezema writes that the image of the white slave ‘in her ruined innocence’ represented ‘the real and imagined loss of American rural innocence’.64 Writing in 1909, the social worker and activist Jane Addams declared that ‘never before in civilisation have such numbers of girls been suddenly released from the protection of the home and permitted to walk unattended upon the city streets and to work under alien roofs’.65 Historians note that journalists’ breathless reportage of white slavery ‘provided virtually pornographic entertainment to the reading audience’.66 It was amid this obviously racist freak-out over swarthy men luring white innocents to their ruin that one of the first recognisably modern US anti-trafficking laws, the 1905 Mann Act, passed. The bill, which was ostensibly against forced prostitution, criminalised Black men in romantic relationships with white women.67 In the UK, white-slavery legislation passed between 1885 and 1912 ‘created provisions to monitor and restrict the migration of women’.68

Little surprise, then, given these origins, that anti-trafficking policies are primarily either anti-migration policies, or anti-prostitution policies. Neither helps undocumented people, and both harm migrant sex workers, who are doubly in the crosshairs and disproportionately criminalised and deported. Abhijit Dasgupta of ActionAid Asia remarks that:


anti-trafficking measures were being used internationally to prevent the migration of people, especially women who are driven by poverty and globalisation to move country. Governments claim that millions of women are being trafficked by a billion-dollar sex industry, but the UNHCR [United Nations High Commission on Refugees] and others have pointed out that because of tightening immigration controls, paying an agent is often the only way to migrate.69



Although racist panic about migration is never far from the surface of politics in countries that perpetrated and continue to benefit from colonialism, the last twenty-five years have seen an uptick in these anxieties. Campaigners often deliberately heighten this racism; for example, depictions of ‘hordes at the border’ featured prominently in the 2016 ‘Brexit’ referendum on Britain leaving the European Union.70 In 2017, a Conservative election strategist tweeted: ‘I was in [the] 2005 Tory campaign – we worked assiduously to ramp up anti-immigrant feeling. And from [then–Labour Party leader Gordon] Brown on nobody challenged lies that immigrants took jobs, were here on benefits.’71 That same year, Sarah Champion, the Labour Party’s then shadow Secretary of State for Women and Equalities, wrote, ‘Britain has a problem with British Pakistani men raping and exploiting white girls. There, I said it. Does that make me a racist or am I just prepared to call out this horrifying problem for what it is?’72 Indeed, it is possible to trace these growing xenophobic and racist anxieties not just in phrases, tabloid headlines, and election strategies but in concrete and barbed wire. As geographer Reece Jones writes, ‘as late as 1990, only fifteen countries had walls or fences on their borders. At the beginning of 2016, almost seventy did.’73

The history of the transatlantic slave trade and chattel slavery looms large in contemporary trafficking conversations – often in the form of claims, subtle or not, that modern trafficking is worse than chattel slavery. Politicians and police officers meet to tell each other that ‘there are more slaves now than at any previous point in human history’; a UK former government minister insists that ‘we are facing a new slave trade, whose victims are tortured, terrified East European girls rather than Africans’.74 Matteo Renzi, then prime minister of Italy, wrote in 2015 that ‘human traffickers are the slave traders of the twenty-first century’.75 The Vatican claimed that ‘modern slavery’, specifically prostitution, is ‘worse than the slavery of those … who were taken from Africa’.76 A senior British police officer remarked that ‘the cotton plantations and sugar plantations of the eighteenth and nineteenth century … wouldn’t be as bad as what some victims [today] go through’.77

A 2012 anti-trafficking ‘documentary’ that was screened for politicians and policymakers around the world, including in Washington, London, Edinburgh, and at the UN buildings in New York, proclaims: ‘In 1809 the cost of a slave was thirty thousand dollars. In 2009, the cost of a slave is ninety dollars.’78 White people co-opting the history of chattel slavery as rhetoric is grim, not least because the term slavery names a specific legal institution created, enforced and protected by the state, which is nowhere near synonymous with contemporary ideas of trafficking. Indeed, the direct modern descendant of chattel slavery in the US is not prostitution but the prison system. Slavery was not abolished but explicitly retained in the US Constitution as punishment for crime in the Thirteenth Amendment of the Bill of Rights, which states that ‘neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for crime whereof the party shall have been duly convicted, shall exist within the United States, or any place subject to their jurisdiction’ (emphasis ours).79

The Thirteenth Amendment isn’t just a vestigial hangover. In 2016, the Incarcerated Workers Organizing Committee released a statement condemning inmates’ treatment in the prison work system:


Overseers watch over our every move, and if we do not perform our appointed tasks to their liking, we are punished. They may have replaced the whip with pepper spray, but many of the other torments remain: isolation, restraint positions, stripping off our clothes and investigating our bodies as though we are animals.80



There are more Black men in the US prison system now than were enslaved in 1850.81 Seeking to ‘end slavery’ through increased policing and incarceration is a bitterly ironic proposition.

White people in Britain and North America have been very successful at ducking any real reckoning with the legacies of the slave trade. Historian Nick Draper writes, ‘We privilege abolition … If you say to somebody ‘tell me about Britain and slavery’, the instinctive response of most people is Wilberforce and abolition. Those 200 years of slavery beforehand have been elided – we just haven’t wanted to think about it.’82 By rhetorically intertwining modern trafficking with chattel slavery, governments and campaigners have been able to hide punitive policies targeting irregular migration behind seemingly uncomplicated righteous outrage.

Men of colour become ‘modern enslavers’ who deserve prosecution or worse. Their ‘human cargo’, figured as being transported against their will, are owed nothing more than ‘humanitarian return’, and the racist trope of border invasion is given a progressive sheen through collective shared horror at the villainy of the perpetrators. Meanwhile, in crackdowns and deportations, European governments position themselves as re-enacting and re-writing the history of anti-slavery movements to make themselves both victims and heroes. Of course, these actions by European governments do harm. For example, their policy of confiscating or destroying smuggling boats has not ‘rescued’ anyone, only induced smugglers to send migrants in less valuable – and less seaworthy – boats, leading to many more deaths.83 This policy continued for years, despite clear evidence that it was causing deaths.84 But, faced with twenty-first century ‘enslavers’, there is little need for white reflection. Instead, Renzi later wrote that European nations ‘need to free ourselves from a sense of guilt’ and reject any notion of a ‘moral duty’ to welcome arrivals.85 At the time of writing, the Italian government’s ‘solution’ to the migrant crisis is to pay for migrants to be incarcerated, stranded in dangerous, disease-ridden detention centres in Libya.86 As Robyn Maynard writes,


By hijacking the terminology of slavery, even widely referring to themselves as ‘abolitionists’, anti–sex work campaigners … in pushing for criminalization … are often undermining those most harmed by the legacy of slavery. As Black persons across the Americas are literally fighting for our lives, it is urgent to examine the actions and goals of any mostly white and conservative movement who [claim] to be the rightful inheritors of an ‘anti-slavery’ mission which aims to abolish prostitution but both ignores and indirectly facilitates brutalities waged against Black communities.87



What does the fight to save people from ‘modern slavery’ look like on the ground? In 2017, police in North Yorkshire told journalists that they were fighting to rescue ‘sex slaves’ and asked members of the public to call in with tips, adding that the ‘sex slaves’ themselves ‘are prepared to do it [sell sex], they believe there is nothing wrong in it … We have just got to … educate them that they are victims of human trafficking.’88 It seems fairly obvious that women who are ‘prepared to do it’ and ‘believe there is nothing wrong with it’ will not particularly benefit from being ‘educated’ about the fact that they are victims of trafficking – which in England and Wales means a forty-five-day ‘respite period’ (frequently disregarded) followed by a ‘humanitarian’ deportation.*

In 2012, Alaska passed a law which essentially redefined prostitution as ‘sex trafficking’. The only two people charged in the law’s first two years of the law were sex workers ‘caught in ordinary prostitution stings’. One ‘was charged with sex trafficking herself when the state alleged that she “instituted or aided” in her own prostitution’. In the other case, ‘a woman was charged with multiple counts of felony sex trafficking … for sharing space with other sex workers when she booked a duo [threesome] for herself and another worker with a police officer’ who was posing as a client. After five years, the Alaskan state had not charged or convicted anyone with coercion, deception, or force relating to trafficking; the law had only been used against sex workers, their family members, and their landlords.89

In 2016, Irish police arrested four Romanian sex workers. Police claimed that the women had been trafficked but prosecuted them for brothel-keeping regardless – a ‘crime’ which simply entails sharing a flat, as sex workers often do for safety. The women stated in court that they were selling sex in order to send money home to their families in Romania. The police commented that ‘they are four little girls and they made full admissions that they were providing sexual services to a large number of men’ (emphasis ours).90 Their ages ranged from twenty-one to thirty. The police added, ‘They were paying €700 rent to a greedy landlord for an apartment that they should have been paying €350 for. So, they were being used and abused by a lot of people.’ The police took €5,000 from the women, and the court fined them another €200 each.91 It is hard to see how taking all this money tackles the harm of an overpriced flat, and easy to imagine that these women might have preferred working in their apparently overpriced flat to being raided, being prosecuted, and having their cash taken as an ‘anti-trafficking’ initiative.

Anti-trafficking policing looks like border policing. In Canada, a 2015 human-trafficking raid on massage parlours led to eleven women being deported.92 One migrant sex worker named Mi spent two months in a Canadian detention centre. ‘They took away my phone and didn’t allow me to contact my friends and family. [They] did not allow me to leave, as they said they had to protect me. They thought my friends and clients were bad people and dangerous for me. They did not allow my friends to be a bondsperson to get me out of those chains.’ After Mi was deported, Canadian Immigration officials refused to return the $10,000 they’d taken from her, which included savings she’d brought with her when she moved to Canada.

Fanny, another migrant who was detained for eight days, said, of her arrest, ‘it was very clear that [the police] were only looking for us as non-white workers. There were other women working in the same hotel who were white, and the police didn’t bother them or even talk to them at all.’93

In October 2016, London police raided a series of massage parlours in Soho and Chinatown and arrested seventeen women on immigration charges.94 In the northern UK town of Bolton, a ‘crackdown on human trafficking and modern slavery’ found two Romanian women who described themselves as sex workers. A local journalist writes that ‘immigration officers served both women with papers instructing them to get a legitimate job … within 30 days or else risk arrest and possible deportation’. Meanwhile, the police forced the women’s landlord to evict them.95 In Northern Ireland, two asylum seekers – both homeless, one seventeen years old – were prosecuted for human-trafficking offences for the crime of smuggling themselves into Northern Ireland on false documents.96

Michael Dottridge, the former head of Anti-Slavery International, writes that on several occasions he has heard UK government ministers suggest that the police should destroy the basic shelters that migrant people are living in at the French-British border of Calais, the site of a large refugee camp, as a way to ‘stop trafficking’.97 Police Scotland put out a press release noting that they had refused entry at the border to more than a hundred people as part of their anti-trafficking work – offering as an example a Romanian woman who ‘had previously worked as a prostitute in Glasgow’. The BBC reports, ‘She was refused admission at Glasgow in May 2017, then again in Liverpool in July 2017 and was encountered recently at Belfast docks attempting to get to Scotland. She was removed to Romania.’98 The same report describes another Romanian woman refused entry at the border because she was known to the police to be a sex worker. The police knew she was a sex worker because of an incredibly traumatic event. When she had previously worked in Scotland, she and another worker were held hostage in a flat in Falkirk by a client with a knife; they both were raped and the other woman, Luciana, was killed. On this basis, immigration police detained her at the border and deported her while claiming a humanitarian anti-trafficking mantle.99 There are more examples of cases like this than could fit into one book.

At borders all over the world, sex workers are treated as both villain and victims. Homeland Security officially ban anyone who has sold sex in the previous ten years from entry into the United States, along with spies, Nazis, and terrorists.100 The border to the United States is a No Man’s Land – and people detained at a Port of Entry have few rights. No warrant, or even reasonable suspicion, is legally required for agents to demand passwords and search through electronic devices like phones or laptops, or even to clone all the data they find.

Sex workers attempting entry into the US for any reason can be questioned and detained for hours or days before being sent back. The numbers of people affected by this have risen significantly since the start of Trump’s presidency. Many in our community – including personal friends – have spoken to the trauma of been stopped at customs and put through twelve-to-forty-eight-hour ordeals in which they were denied food, rest or medication. They were often handcuffed or shackled to chairs, including in public areas of airports, where immigration enforcement agents subjected them to the humiliation of excessive frisking and invasive bodily searches, and deliberately withheld sanitary products. No filming or recording of border agents is allowed, and many of them use illegal tactics to force sex workers to sign an admission of guilt banning them from the United States for ten years.*

In the era of the War on Trafficking, the hypocrisy is galling. While their agents taunt sex workers with screenshots of escort sites and naked photos during interrogations, US Customs and Border Protection condemn the ‘heinous’ crime of sex trafficking on their website, and advertise job vacancies that smugly proclaim the ‘vitality and magnitude’ of their ‘mission’ to secure the nation from threats like human traffickers.101 US lawmakers say equally poetic things about the tragedy of sex trafficking – and how appalling it is that the human rights of prostituted people are so violated – but do nothing to overturn the travel ban that meant current and former sex workers couldn’t attend the 2012 International Aids Conference in Washington, D.C. to do valuable human rights work. Nor do they act to change these harrowing and traumatising experiences that sex workers are subjected to at the US border. Instead, they produce the ‘Fight Online Sex Trafficking’ Act and the ‘Stop Enabling Sex Traffickers’ Act (known together as FOSTA-SESTA), laws which claim to create safety – while in fact decimating the internet spaces that help sex workers protect themselves from rapists or earn what they need to keep a roof over their head.

This cruelty is not an accident. The UN Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons is not a human rights document – it is a descendant of the Convention Against Transnational Organised Crime.102 As such, it is concerned with criminalisation, not healing (or even harm reduction) for marginalised people. As Dottridge notes, the only measures that are obligatory for all states to uphold are those linked to law enforcement. Protection measures, in contrast, are weak and optional.103 The protocol merely suggests that states consider adopting ‘measures that permit victims of trafficking in persons to remain in its territory, temporarily or permanently, in appropriate cases’.104 It is much firmer on the ‘repatriation’ of victims, ‘without undue or unreasonable delay’, and firmer still on strengthening border control, instructing signatory countries that they ‘shall strengthen … such border controls as may be necessary to prevent and detect trafficking in persons’.105

None of this has gone unnoticed by the far right, with tabloid newspapers and white supremacists deploying the language of human trafficking as part of campaigns to ‘turn back the boats’. One Canadian white nationalist travelled to Italy in 2017 to join a French far-right group’s ‘direct action’ against arriving migrants, brandishing a banner reading ‘NO WAY for human trafficking’.106 British columnist Katie Hopkins praised an openly fascist youth organisation for ‘shining a light on NGO people traffickers’.107 Although unsubtly expressed, these far-right views have a huge amount in common with more mainstream and even feminist conceptions of human trafficking. The head of Frontex, the European border agency, has also claimed that NGO rescues in the Mediterranean were facilitating traffickers.108 (Indeed, aid workers across Europe are increasingly facing prosecution under anti-trafficking laws for helping people migrate.)109 Feminist anti-prostitution campaigners sometimes share hard-right reportage of sexual violence supposedly committed by refugees in Europe, with one such campaigner commenting that European countries should ‘take in the women and children, but leave the nasty men home’.110 Alice Schwarzer, a prominent German anti-prostitution feminist, draws extensively on the racialised figures of ‘pimps and traffickers’, linking migrant men of colour to sexual violence.111 (Schwarzer uncritically recounts a police officer telling her that ‘70 to 80 per cent of all the rapes in Cologne [are committed by] Turks’.)112 When sex workers organise against deportations, we are told – by those with ostensibly progressive politics – that they ‘should be deported if [they have] no right to be in the country. Such women are being trafficked into [the] country. Do you support that?’113

Hard-right politicians are keen to enact anti-trafficking agendas. US President Donald Trump has described human trafficking as an ‘epidemic’,114 while Theresa May is positioning the 2015 Modern Slavery Act (passed while she was home secretary) as central to her image and legacy.115 Uncritical use of the term trafficking is doing the ideological work required for these contradictions to ‘make sense’; it hides how anti-migrant policies produce the harm that we call trafficking, enabling anti-migrant politicians to posture as anti-trafficking heroes even as they enact their anti-migrant policies.

Where Next?

It should be no surprise that carceral feminists and sex working feminists have such difficulty even discussing this topic. We disagree not only on the solution but on the problem: for carceral feminists, the problem is commercial sex, which produces trafficking; for us, the problem is borders, which produces people who have few to no rights as they travel and work. The solutions we propose are equally divergent. Carceral feminists want to tackle commercial sex through criminal law, giving more power to the police. For sex workers, the solution includes dismantling immigration enforcement and the militarised border regimes that push undocumented people into the shadows and shut off their access to safety or justice – in other words, taking power away from the police and giving it to migrants and to workers.

However, we also want to gently criticise the sex workers’ rights movement. A common refrain among people who advocate for sex workers’ rights is that sex work and trafficking are completely different phenomena that should under no circumstances be conflated. It is easy to understand why: all across the world, the total criminalisation of prostitution is advocated for – or enacted – on the basis that it is ‘tackling trafficking’: arrests of sex workers’ colleagues, partners, landlords, and managers are ‘justified’ on the basis that they are perpetrators; arrests of sex workers are ‘justified’ on the basis that they constitute rescue. Our movement is desperate to convince the public and the media that these arrests are not legitimate – and rather than problematising the framework of trafficking (which has taken us several thousand words!), they reach for the idea of the category error. They say that ‘sex work is not trafficking’, meaning, ‘these crackdowns are not legitimate’. When possible, we need to be pointing more clearly to the border as the problem. Otherwise the effect can be to disavow those working in exploitative or abusive conditions – to say, ‘these issues are not our issues; these people are not the concern of our movement’. It places them outside the remit of ‘sex workers’ rights’. It implicitly accepts carceral ‘raid-and-rescue’ approaches, so long as the target is ‘right’.

To say that ‘sex work is not trafficking’ mirrors the error of carceral anti-trafficking campaigners by positioning trafficking as an inexplicable evil, shorn of the crucial context of the conditions of migration and the impact of immigration enforcement on the labour rights and safety of migrants. To assert simply that sex work and trafficking are completely different is to defend only documented sex workers who are not experiencing exploitation but say nothing about those exploited at the intersection of migration and the sex industry. As a slogan, ‘sex work is not trafficking’ suggests that the current mode of anti-trafficking policy is broadly correct and merely – on occasion – misfires. In fact, of course, carceral anti-trafficking policy is not misfiring: like the global prison industrial complex, of which it forms a part, it is a system which is working in the way it is supposed to be. As the Migrant Sex Work Project writes, ‘it is an intentional and effective system.’116 Immigration and border control are crucial to maintaining the exploitation of workers and resources in the global south, and to maintaining an exploitable pool of undocumented and insecurely documented workers in the global north, while border policing and the incarceration of migrants funnel huge sums back and forth between corporations and governments.

Fundamentally, the claim that sex work and trafficking are different operates as a way of refusing to talk about ‘trafficking’, since such conversations are often used to attack us when we organise; people reach for any easy way to shut the topic down. But sex workers should start welcoming such discussions. They are an opportunity to talk about how border enforcement makes people more vulnerable to exploitation and violence as they seek to migrate – an analysis which should be central to sex workers’ rights activism.

State borders and the architecture of coercion that surrounds them can now seem so natural it is difficult to imagine the world without them. People who migrate without papers are, after all, ‘breaking the law’, implying that punitive state action against them – such as incarceration and deportation – is legitimate. This is, in part, why we historicised border controls in the introduction: to recount the recent history of borders is to see that they are not natural or inevitable. It is beyond the scope of this book to fully detail a migration policy centred on human rights and safety of all people who seek to migrate. It should be clear, however, that attempts to limit migration are producing horrific harms, from exploitation and abuse in workplaces, to deaths at sea and in deserts. The wealth of a handful of the world’s richest people would, if fairly re-distributed, be more than enough to ensure that everybody who needs to travel – and everybody who does not – could live in safety and dignity. In the meantime, everybody should be fighting immigration enforcement, which rips families and communities apart and imprisons people for years in detention centres.

To defend the migrant prostitute is to defend all migrants: she is the archetype of the stigmatised migrant. Borders were invented to guard against her. There is no migrant solidarity without prostitute solidarity and there is no prostitute solidarity without migrant solidarity. The two struggles are inextricably bound up with one another.
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A Victorian Hangover: Great Britain

Partial Criminalisation: A legal model where some aspects of the sex industry – often the most visible, such as street-based sex work – are criminalised. Within England, Scotland and Wales, the acts of buying and selling sex are legal, but almost everything else is criminalised: for example, soliciting and kerb-crawling, working indoors with friends, or facilitating sex work.1

In the weeks leading up to Christmas 2006, sex workers in the small British town of Ipswich feared for their lives. The bodies of two sex working women had been found in the previous week, and the killer was still at large. Out in the quiet streets, a local-news film crew approached a young woman named Paula Clennell, one of the few who remained waiting for clients in the usual spot. When asked why she was risking her life out on the streets when a murderer was on the loose, she explained, ‘I have to work. I need the money.’2

Paula, a mother of three in her twenties, had been selling sex for some time. After her children were taken away from her, she became depressed and began using heroin. By the winter of 2006, her dependency on drugs had reached a stage where she needed an income of around five hundred pounds a day to support herself.3 For Paula, as for so many people in similar situations, selling sex was the only viable way to obtain this kind of money. A friend encouraged her to try indoor escorting in the hope it would be safer – as well as legal under British law – but in her situation, that level of organisation and financial overhead was unrealistic. Street work, though criminalised, meant she could sell sex whenever she wanted and return home with instant cash. She had no partner and no manager to split her money with.

A few days after her appearance on the news, Paula vanished. By Christmas, her body had been found, along with those of four other women. Steve Wright, a local man, was later found guilty of all five murders.4

Nine years later, Daria Pionko’s smiling face jumped out of news reports. Daria was just twenty-one and had moved from Poland to Britain ten months before. Daria’s mother, Lydia, described her as a kind-hearted and joyful girl who was always eager to help others.5 A few days before Christmas 2015, a young man named Lewis Pierre kicked Daria to death in Holbeck, Leeds, in order to steal eighty pounds from her. Daria’s body was discovered by her housemate and friend Karolina, who was also a street-based sex worker.

Daria had been working in the Holbeck ‘managed area’. This is a place where street-based sex workers and clients can meet without fear of arrest, an arrangement the only one of its kind in Britain. (In most of Britain, sex workers who wait for clients in public places may be charged with ‘soliciting’ or ‘loitering with intent to commit prostitution’. Their clients may also be charged with ‘kerb crawling’.)

Daria had left the managed area with Pierre, as was compulsory: although sex workers can meet clients without fear of arrest in the Holbeck zone, sex there is not permitted – they are forced to leave the managed area and find a dark alley or patch of woodland where they can conduct business in secrecy. In doing so, sex workers risk arrest. They also, of course, are at risk of attack in these hidden spaces. When Lewis Pierre reappeared in the lens of the same CCTV camera that caught him walking away from the managed area with Daria, he had blood on his steel-capped shoes.6

In responding to such horrific stories, it is easy to make them purely about male brutality and the disposability of prostitutes.7 These themes have resonance for us, too, as they surely do for any sex worker who has stepped into a car or a hotel room with a stranger. The emphasis on male violence as the conceptual framework through which to understand these murders allows non-prostitute women – who may themselves be survivors of male violence – to empathetically and discursively ‘enter into’ the experience of the prostitute. While this empathy is welcome, there is a danger that this sands away the specifics of Paula and Daria’s lives and the lives and experiences of prostitutes as a whole, which then become draped around the figure of the ‘everywoman’. As Beth Richie argues, the ‘everywoman’ victim/survivor concept was created in the 1970s as a strategic rhetorical move on the part of the nascent feminist movement to demand attention for the epidemic of male violence.8 But this has transmuted over time into something closer to a focus on the ‘default woman’ – and the ‘default woman’ is certainly not a drug user or a sex worker. Nor is she a survivor of state violence. Daria and Paula’s lives were shaped by specific realities, including the ever-present threat of criminalisation. These young women were acting rationally in a system designed to harm them at every turn.

Instead of asking questions about how the state makes women like Daria and Paula unsafe, media coverage tends to channel the worldview of their aggrieved neighbours.* The fact that selling sex is technically not a crime in Britain does little to render sex workers as relatable – or grievable – in the eyes of police, residents or journalists. Sympathetic perceptions of sex workers are readily tossed aside for something more callous. Mike Veale, chief of the Wiltshire police, indicated that when a prostitute reports a crime, he takes her less seriously than other victims: ‘If you have a six-year-old girl who has trauma in her vagina or anus you would expect me to believe her. If you have a drunken prostitute, making allegations regarding a bad debt, you have to make more of a judgement.’9

Judgements of this type are not in short supply. A few years after the Ipswich killings, one journalist wrote, ‘The girls killed in Ipswich were not working in the stupidly PC term “sex industry”; they were junkies … Can we afford rehab for the girls in Ipswich – and everywhere else? Speaking as a taxpayer, I’d say: erm, well, um. Good question.’10 Indeed, it seems the Ipswich killings, and the questions they raise, drew a particularly vicious strain of rhetorical cruelty into the public arena, suggesting that hatred of sex workers and collective guilt about social neglect are closely bound together. Another journalist called the five Ipswich women ‘disgusting, drug-addled street whores’ and bridled at what he considered excessive mourning, writing, ‘We do not share in the responsibility for either their grubby little existences or their murders. Society isn’t to blame … death by strangulation is an occupational hazard.’11

Who, then – or what – is to blame? Why didn’t Paula and her friends have access to a flat that they could have taken turns using with clients instead of being driven away, alone, in a car? Why was she paying five hundred pounds a day for opiates that the National Health Service could have provided in a safe version for a fraction of the cost? Why was she stuck trying to manage her trauma through street heroin instead of through more sustainable support services? Instead of being supported to be the loving parent she desperately wanted to be, Paula was left depressed and in profound poverty. For Daria, too, these questions bubble up painfully. An evaluation of the Holbeck managed area had already noted, months before Daria’s murder, that the ‘most notable time of risk for sex workers is away from the Managed Area’.12 Women like Daria and Paula need so little – some basic safety and resources — that it is easy to imagine society meeting those needs. Yet, at the same time, they needed so much – in that to imagine a society that takes their safety seriously is to imagine a society profoundly transformed.

Low Class, High Class

As with much else in Britain – including immigration and drug use – class plays a huge role in the way sex work manifests and stratifies. Prostitution law is produced by archaic class structures and in turn produces a microcosm of that class system within the bounds of the sex industry, where values of decorum, propriety, decency, and discretion are reshaped to fit the world of commercial sex.13 The law attempts to establish what is and is not respectable on the long spectrum of the sex trade – from bareback blowjobs against a parked car to sugar-babying in exchange for tuition fees – and appears to grant a degree of exemption to that which is discreet or invisible.

Technically, the only way to sell sex in Britain without getting into legal trouble is to work alone and indoors (and for migrants, with the relevant documentation). Labels like ‘elite or ‘high class’ often attach to those who more or less meet this requirement, and these terms signify the sex worker’s position within the class strata of sex work, even though such phrases are primarily advertising keywords and frequently have only a tenuous link to a worker’s actual socio-economic class.*

It is in more exposed spaces, like the streets or conspicuous red-light establishments, that sex workers are most often perceived as being ‘low class’, immoral, or simply a nuisance. This is also where they are seen to be the most victimised and exploited, which provides a convenient justification for ever harsher policing. Soliciting on the street, kerb-crawling, managing sex workers, and working in groups – even pairs – are all criminalised, along with ‘procuring’ or ‘inciting’ people into sex work. Sex workers seen to be breaking these laws are framed as an embarrassing stain on the fabric of British society – a terrible, hyper-visible burden on all who regard them. To take one revealing example, a neighbourhood group seeking the end of the managed area in Holbeck, Leeds, is named Save Our Eyes – and is far more concerned about the scourge of ‘scantily clad’ women in public spaces than the prospect of actual violence against those women.14

Where irate residents can’t provoke police crackdowns on sex workers to ‘clean up’ the community, they sometimes resort to vigilante violence. When residents of Balsall Heath, Birmingham, mobilised against street-based sex work in the mid-1990s, sex workers were harassed and physically threatened, including with baseball bats and dogs; their windows were smashed; and a sex worker who objected was forcibly removed from a community meeting.15 Vigilantes lit fireworks and pushed them through a sex worker’s letterbox, and fired an airgun into her house.16

While street workers bear the brunt of public discontent, most sex work in Britain happens indoors – in the worker’s flat or the client’s flat, or in rented temporary apartments and hotels. But staying within the law is almost impossible when the law is broad enough to encompass basically everything prostitution entails beyond actual sex. To ‘incite’ someone does not entail force; it can mean simply supporting or advising them before they begin sex work.17 When police attempted to close working flats in Soho, London, in 2013, they defined ‘incitement’ to mean calling a job applicant back to talk to them about potentially working in the flat.18 Arranging a second sex worker’s involvement in a threesome might also be ‘causing or ‘inciting’. A ‘brothel’ can be any property in which more than one prostitute works, even if they work at different times and never cross paths.19 Persistent fears of such rules and their consequences (in particular, eviction and loss of child custody) have a pre-emptive disciplinary effect on all people selling sex across the breadth of the sex industry. They must take the risk and toe the line or, if they cannot comply with the law, are compelled to be absolutely undetectable in their activities.

With laws as complex and outmoded as these, confusion is common among sex workers. Opaque policing mechanisms lead many to simply assume – in the absence of concrete knowledge – that what they’re doing must in some way be illegal. This suspicion that they will be treated as criminals significantly impacts their perception of their own human and labour rights. This makes it nearly impossible to exercise those rights in the workplace and diminishes their power to resist abuses from clients, employers, the police, and violent assailants. Activist Niki Adams, commenting on a series of violent gang burglaries of London brothels, spoke of ‘incidents where women have been attacked and their attackers have told them brazenly that they know the women won’t dare go to the police’.20

As well as risks to safety and security, this situation also produces a culture full of silences. Very few sex workers are prepared to step forward and speak in political spaces because the consequences of visibility can be so disastrous. The few that remain – including the authors of this book – are often dismissed as privileged, unrepresentative, or ‘high-class’ outliers, but rarely are these structures within sex work properly interrogated at the material level.21 It’s accurate to say broadly that the demographic within sex work politics most often given a substantial mainstream platform to speak publicly dovetails with the group that lives in metropolitan cities, commands higher rates, has access to more resources, and suffers the least criminalisation, but it is an egregious oversight to leave the analysis there. Why are these people the only voices you are hearing? What structures are silencing the others?22 The mechanisms that produce the silence, precarity, and vulnerability of most sex workers are not natural or fundamental to society, just as the class system itself is not natural. Sex working feminists watch feminist discussions of the ‘policing’ of speech with wry amusement: for sex workers, policing is not merely a metaphor.

The War on Sex Workers Who Use Drugs

All five of the women Steve Wright killed in Ipswich in 2005 – Paula, Anneli, Gemma, Tania and Annette – were dependent drug users.23 This detail, pulled out many times in the media over the following decade, is worth mentioning – though not because it allows us to allocate blame to ‘junkies’ or see their deaths as an inevitable and unfixable result of perceived fecklessness or self-destruction. Drugs, and the way the law shapes the lives of people who use them, are of direct relevance when examining why these women were working on the street and why they were vulnerable to Wright’s attack. Ending the war on drugs is a sex workers’ rights issue.

In Britain, a significant majority of criminalised sex workers (particularly those working outdoors) have experiences with drug dependency.* The most significant link between these two circumstances is money. Drugs can be expensive: for many people, selling sex is the only way to afford the drugs they need, and the level of their dependency dictates the amount they will need to work.24

Sex workers who use drugs are subject to the criminalisation of both drugs and prostitution, and these policies and consequences manifest similarly. Criminalising drugs not only creates even more risk of police attention and a criminal record, it also makes them illicit and therefore dangerous. As with soliciting laws, laws that mandate the arrest or dispersal of people engaged in drug use in public spaces lead to more clandestine behaviours, which can mean more dangerous drug usage, particularly rushed and risky methods of injecting.* Arresting local dealers (who often use drugs as well) pushes people to buy drugs from unfamiliar sources and prevents them from making better informed decisions about the transaction. Taking a risk on a dodgy-seeming client because you need the money is a gamble; so is using a prohibited substance which may be mislabelled, ‘cut’ with other things, or of unknown potency. In both situations, lack – whether of money or of safer drugs – pushes people into risk, and the risk you’re willing to take grows the more you lack. The desire to avoid withdrawal – or poverty – changes people’s behaviour in powerful ways.

People who use drugs also have their safety measures destroyed by the police (much like sex workers).† Groups of people keeping watch over each other while they’re high are vulnerable to arrest, as are those carrying their own clean, sterilised equipment. Both sex workers and drug users face discrimination in the media, in courtrooms, in healthcare, in dealing with social services, and in formal employment – doubly so for those who fall into both categories.25 Sex workers who use drugs are intensely vulnerable to violence because they fear arrest on two counts – as the tragic case of Bonnie Barratt, who was murdered in London in 2007, shows. Bonnie’s colleagues, like her, were both selling sex and using drugs. Before her death, they had noticed a particular client becoming rougher and more violent; despite this, they all felt unable to report him or ask for help. This was with good reason; Bonnie herself was arrested more than thirty times prior to her murder.26

Both groups are forgotten by politicians, even the more progressive of whom are rarely prepared to die on the hill of reforming drug and sex work laws in favour of those who use drugs or sell sex. When commentators engage with the topics of drugs and sex work, it’s easier to summon the contemptible figures of the Pimp and the Dealer (or better yet, blame the evils of sex and heroin themselves!) than to examine the structural context of prostitution and drug use. Examining these contexts would mean answering for the way that governments – not individual villains – are failing two of the most vulnerable groups of people in society. As already noted, many people who use drugs sell sex to get money to pay for drugs. Sex workers who take drugs often do so to cope with the trauma of work that is often exacerbated by criminalisation. Examining this two-way connection between sex work and drug use renders people who use drugs and sell sex as ultimately rational, logical actors who are responding to their environment.

This is a perspective that many people find challenging. (Even language pushes up against it. Rational people are often described with words that mean ‘not using drugs’: sober, clear-headed.) But thinking of sex workers who use drugs as people who are trying their best to survive in a bad situation is necessary. It pushes the public to think of them not as flawed or failing, but as dealing with the big and small ways that society is stacked against them. It also helps to identify the big and small changes that would make them safer, like safe injection facilities, clean needles, safe red-light areas, affordable housing, and an end to destitution.* Most starkly, prescription opiates would free people from long hours on the street to afford drugs, and instead connect them with healthcare and other services – giving them the knowledge and resources to manage their use safely.27

To some people, these forms of harm reduction – giving people heroin, needles and places to use these things – would seem shocking, but are they really more shocking than needless deaths? Sex workers and drug users in Britain are dying every week in the failed war on drugs. Twelve people died in the small Scottish city of Dundee in just one month in early 2018 because the drugs they were using were unsafe.28 Current British drug policy amounts to a form of ‘social cleansing’.

The drugs debate is steeped in the same injustice as the sex work debate. When all drug use is constructed as terrible, the differences between harms and more sustainable behaviours are flattened out, made invisible, or even reversed. British law is stricter on people smoking cannabis in a park than on people who sniff glue, despite the latter being far riskier. Both groups would be better served by being able to buy legal cannabis. Spice is a synthetic cannabinoid, more addictive than natural cannabis and much more dangerous; unlike cannabis, spice can cause serious bodily injuries and even deaths. It is the criminalisation of cannabis that caused spice to be developed and widely used: the creators of spice were taking advantage of a temporary legal loophole, as the law cannot keep up with the rate that people can invent new compounds. The whack-a-mole game of criminalisation pushes people (both those who use and those who sell) to experiment with riskier and riskier substances in an attempt to keep just ahead of the law.

Precarious sex workers who use drugs are maligned and punished while the middle and upper classes enjoy cocaine, ecstasy, cannabis, ketamine, and LSD on a regular basis.29 The lack of solidarity from middle-class drug users towards those who are more marginalised is particularly frustrating given that all drug users, regardless of social class, are affected – to a degree – by drug prohibition.30 Maybe you were ripped off for a bag of ‘weed’ that was mostly herbs or felt a pang of fear in a nightclub watching a friend pop a mystery pill that you both hoped was ecstasy. Maybe your partner suffered the ill effects of a night on cocaine that had been cut with something cheaper. Across the board, criminalisation prevents people who use drugs from being certain what they are taking.

There’s an argument that weed, pills and coke are ‘not as bad’ as heroin, crack cocaine, or crystal meth, but it is the people using the drugs, not the drugs themselves, who are branded ‘good’ and ‘bad’. The history of drug prohibition has shown us that ‘problematic people’ favouring a specific substance is what renders that substance ‘problematic’, not the other way around31. It is easy to demonise a drug when demonised people are most strongly associated with it, and although Black British people use drugs at a far lower rate than white people, they are searched by police at a much higher rate as well as prosecuted more intensely if found in possession of drugs.32

The difference between the ‘normative citizen’ and the prostitute who uses drugs is a question first and foremost of circumstance and need: ‘hard’ drugs are a far more powerful way to cope with a difficult life than party drugs, and often easier to obtain than prescription drugs. Second, it is a difference of policing and social control. Who is targeted? Who can be criminalised? Who is deemed unworthy of a good life? Who is allowed to flourish and prosper?

Outdoors

The criminalisation of street-based sex work in Great Britain intensified sharply in the early 2000s. First New Labour and then the Conservatives created and retained new and punitive approaches, of which the best-known was the Anti-Social Behaviour Order (ASBO) and its successors.33 (In 2014, the coalition government abolished the ASBO but introduced a range of other similar orders aimed at tackling ‘anti-social behaviour’, including the Crime Prevention Injunction (CPI), the Criminal Behaviour Order (CBO), the Community Protection Notice (CPN), dispersal orders and ‘section thirty-fives’. In order to not overwhelm the reader with acronyms, we have used ‘ASBO’ as an umbrella term, as it continues to be common parlance.)

The ASBO is deliberately broad and vague: it can target noise, fly-tipping (illegal dumping), public drug use, graffiti, harassment – and street-based sex work. Once an ASBO is issued, breaching it can criminalise what would otherwise be non-criminal behaviour. For example, someone can get an ASBO banning them from a specific area. Breaching the ASBO by returning to that area can land them in jail for up for five years, despite the fact that imprisonment for soliciting was technically abolished in England and Wales in 1982.34 A women’s charity conducted in-depth interviews with fifteen women who work or had worked on the street, and found that eight had received custodial sentences – ranging from a few weeks to six months – for not paying fines or for breaching ASBOs.35 As Cari Mitchell from the English Collective of Prostitutes put it, ‘In effect, ASBOs have reintroduced prison for an offence which is not imprisonable’.36

This has become even worse in recent years: the 2009 Policing and Crime Act made it easier to prosecute street-based sex workers by creating a new crime of ‘persistently loitering for the purpose of prostitution’.37 (What a gift from Britain’s first female home secretary, a self-declared feminist.)38 And in 2013, the coalition government introduced a mandatory rehabilitation period for those coming out of prison on short sentences. As women’s charity Nia write,


The supervision [mandatory rehabilitation] period could have the potential of opening up access to services for women, although it is questionable whether this will include specialist services for exiting. More worryingly though, such measures increase the risk that women on supervision who may breach certain conditions or face relapses could be further entrenched in the criminal justice system.39



In other words, a sex working woman could be sentenced to prison for breach of her ASBO conditions, and upon release, be re-sentenced to prison for breach of her ‘post-release supervision’ conditions. Welcome to the twenty-first century!

The introduction of the ASBO marked a new era of middle class disgust towards poor people. Not only did it bring in a new way to punish and persecute the working classes, but it turned jeering at ‘junkies, hookers and chavs’ into a national pastime.40 The acronym has become a byword for public disgrace (‘Sex-for-cash Asbo woman dodges prison’)41 and the injustice in the mechanism of the ASBO is often lost beneath the tabloid spectacle. Many British news outlets ran photos of one woman who was jailed after breaching her ASBO by simply visiting her client at his home. She was sentenced to three months and ordered to pay a fine towards ‘victim services’, despite the fact that there was no victim – he had given her keys and even showed up to defend her in court.42

In banning people from specific areas, the ASBO makes explicit what is largely implicit in other aspects of British prostitution law: dispersal and invisibility. It asks that street-based sex workers, who are overwhelmingly working class women navigating poverty and oppressive drug laws as best they can, remove themselves from the communities where they live, work, buy their groceries, meet their dealers, raise their children, and visit their GPs.* Breaching these dispersal orders is inevitable, because people cannot vanish from their communities as the ASBO asks them to. In this impossible demand, we glimpse how anti-prostitution law wishes the ‘orderliness’ of death upon those who most visibly sell sex. It is no coincidence that the police and the men who murder sex workers share a preoccupation with ‘cleansing the streets’. (Peter Sutcliffe, the ‘Yorkshire Ripper’, infamously told his brother, ‘I were just cleaning up streets, our kid. Just cleaning up streets.’)43 Police crackdowns on sex workers are routinely described as ‘cleaning up’ the streets;44 a 2016 US anti-prostitution action was even named Operation Cleanup.45 More practically, of course, it forces women to work in new, isolated, and unfamiliar places. The shared preoccupations of the police and the men who murder sex workers meet at their most lethal, devastating point here, in the figure of the woman working late and alone, far from home.

In Medway, Kent, sex workers’ rights campaigner Ruth Jacobs obtained the arrest figures for a police-run project named Safe Exit. She found that far from safety or even exit, Safe Exit entailed a huge number of ASBOs and arrests: sixty-seven women were charged with prostitution offences over five years, with half of those prosecutions made just in 2010 and 2011.46 In comparison, in other neighbouring Kent districts – Thanet, Gravesham, Shepway, Sevenoaks, Tonbridge and Malling, and Royal Tunbridge Wells – not one woman was slapped with an ASBO or charged with soliciting during those five years. Ruth told us that ‘whistleblowers I spoke to … said these women disappeared and some died because of this approach. The woman they held up as the poster success story [case study] for the scheme died – it’s sickening.’47

These ever-tightening laws are also incredibly labyrinthine, with multiple, broad, overlapping modes of punitive state control: in addition to ASBOs, soliciting, and loitering, outdoor workers can also be prosecuted for public sex, issued with ‘prostitute cautions’ and with ‘section twenty-ones’ or ‘section thirty-fives’, arrested by immigration police, and de-prioritised for social housing.48 Unlike an ordinary police caution, a prostitute caution can be handed out entirely at police discretion, and there is no right of appeal.* Like an ASBO, a prostitute caution appears on your record if you apply for jobs requiring enhanced disclosure.

Criminalisation is a multi-pronged trap. Convictions, ASBOs, and prostitute cautions hinder sex workers’ ability to secure other jobs and lead to accumulating debts for fines, pushing them into continuing to sell sex. These fines are huge financial millstones, sometimes totalling hundreds of pounds. Prison sentences for breaches of ASBOs or pile-ups of fines mean that women lose custody of their children, that upon release they are made homeless, and that they lose any other job they may have had – again, all pushing them back into street-based sex work, where avoiding police makes them more likely to experience violence.

This means that for a woman on the street, punishment can trigger a vicious cycle of physical and legal risk. Yet even Holbeck with its managed area, about which countless headlines have blared titillated fury over a legalised sex industry, retains criminalisation for sex workers. Monika, held in Yarl’s Wood Immigration Removal Centre after being arrested in Holbeck, told a reporter, ‘It feels like I’m in prison … The doors are locked. I never realised I wasn’t allowed to be working … Now I don’t know what’s going on. I feel like I’m going crazy.’49

In Redbridge, East England, after the local community pressured the police to ‘take action’ against street-based sex workers, they sharply increased arrests and cautions. Visible prostitution seemed to decrease, and the community – at least, community members who were not sex workers – responded with praise. Meanwhile, a young woman named Mariana Popa, who had arrived in the country just three weeks earlier and whose only other source of income was low-paid, cash-in-hand waitressing, needed money to support herself and her young family. She went out to work in Ilford, a few minutes’ walk away. Late on the evening of 29 October 2013, a man approached Mariana and stabbed her in the chest. She staggered into a local chicken shop, desperate for help, but her injury was already too serious. Mariana died.

Monica Abdala, who runs an outreach service in the area, told a journalist, ‘It does not help when the police do operations … It makes the women spread out; it makes the women work harder. They have to go up alleys where there are no cameras.’50 Women in the area were seen literally running from the police, ducking behind cars or taking off their shoes and leaving them on the pavement to get away more quickly.51 Criminalisation pushed Mariana to work in ways that made her more vulnerable to the man who killed her. On the night of her murder, Mariana had been verbally admonished by the police three times and handed a caution.52 She needed to work to pay off a soliciting fine she had received a few days earlier. (Another woman in the area at the same time had a fine totalling £1,350.)53 Her reasons for working later than normal and in a more secluded way are clear – she desperately needed to avoid the police, to make the money that she needed and avoid another expensive fine.

Assistant Chief Constable Chris Armitt, then the police lead on prostitution in England and Wales, commented after Mariana’s death, ‘Where there have been robust and overt police enforcement operations, shortly afterwards we see that incidents of violence against sex workers increase.’54 The Metropolitan Police in Redbridge, however, do not share his pragmatic view – or don’t care. The borough where Mariana died continues to criminalise street-based sex workers aggressively; the local police hand out the highest number of prostitute cautions in London and boast on social media about their work.55 The harms are obvious. ‘We are not going to enforce our way out of this problem’, comments Armitt. ‘It simply won’t work.’56

The hostility of the police towards sex workers, and the hostility of other residents towards sex workers is mutually reinforcing: a few weeks after Mariana was killed, a group of locals attacked another migrant sex worker in the area, beating her so badly she needed hospitalisation. No charges were brought.57

Indoors

Selling sex alone indoors is legal in Britain. Rivka Holden, a fifty-five-year-old sex worker in Colindale, preferred that her clients visit for an ‘in-call’ – a term for a pre-arranged appointment at a place of the sex worker’s choosing. Lenuta Haidemac, an escort and mother of two from Skegness, could not work at home, where her children were. She did ‘outcalls,’ visiting clients at their own homes or hotel rooms. Both were murdered by men in cold blood, in horrifically brutal killings which resulted in long jail sentences. Lenuta’s killer admired Jack the Ripper and scrawled ‘Jack’ onto her torso after stabbing and strangling her.58 The man who murdered Rivka beat, stabbed, and strangled her. He later confessed in a phone call to a friend, ‘I killed a person … not a person, a whore.’59

For murderers like these, a sex worker is the go-to victim. The laws which encompass commercial sex make it all too easy to be reasonably certain your victim will be alone. The injustice is excruciating; not only did Rivka and Lenuta suffer unimaginably sadistic deaths, but it’s likely things could have been different for them if they could have shared a workspace with a friend.

For many sex workers, working together in pairs or small groups is infinitely preferable to being alone with a stranger who has the power to maim or kill them. Indeed, although anti-prostitution campaigners sometimes portray sex workers’ wish to work in pairs legally as illustrating the intrinsic danger and aberrance of prostitution, other occupations widely acknowledge that working alone can be dangerous.60 After the presumed murder of estate agent Suzy Lamplugh in 1986, estate agents were advised to work in pairs where possible or have a ‘buddy’ keep track of their whereabouts.61 The Royal College of Nursing produces similar advice for health care workers, as does the British Association of Social Workers.62 Unison, one of Britain’s largest trade unions, highlights that working alone renders many workers vulnerable to violence and suggests working in pairs.63 For exactly the same reasons, small groups of people may opt to sell sex from the same flat.* Often such an arrangement will involve taking turns in one bedroom, while the person who is not with the client sits in a nearby room out of sight. As sex worker Claire Finch said, ‘My main thing was safety. It’s not safe to work on your own. With two of us you had back-up, you had camaraderie.’64

However, as Finch found out, sharing work spaces is illegal in Britain where two or more sex workers constitute a ‘brothel’. This penalty applies whether or not both people see a client at the same time – or even on the same day – and regardless of whether one person has greater power than the other. In other words, although it can criminalise managers, this law can also be used to criminalise two workers for sharing a flat. Finch and her friends, who were all women in their forties, emphatically stated that their arrangement was one of equal power and mutual safety. Despite this, twenty police officers broke down Finch’s front door and searched her house, confiscating her cash, her laptop and her phone.

This is routine. In 2015, Jean Urquhart, a politician in Scotland, presented evidence to the Scottish Parliament that arrests and prosecutions that use the brothel-keeping law to criminalise sex workers sharing a space happen all the time. Urquhart wrote:


Small groups of women working together for their safety and wellbeing continue to be arrested and charged with brothel keeping in Scotland. In Aberdeen, women were arrested, prosecuted or convicted [of] brothel-keeping in November 2013, December 2013, March 2014, April 2014, May 2014, October 2014, February 2015 and then in May 2015. In May 2013, women were being prosecuted for working together in Paisley and in November 2013 ‘brothels’ were raided in Glasgow and five women were arrested and taken to court. There is no suggestion that these women were doing anything other than renting apartments together to work in safety given that they were all working as sex workers themselves and not as bosses or managers. (emphasis ours)65



Local police forces can decide how ‘proactive’ they want to be about hunting down these shared flats. Urquhart’s research highlighted the particularly aggressive enforcement in and around Aberdeen. For several years, online forums where sex workers share information had been buzzing with concern about Aberdeen – warning that if you’re working in Aberdeen, you need to be alone.* Otherwise, you’ll be arrested. It’s crucial advice: a brothel-keeping prosecution can ruin your life, even more so if you’re a migrant or a mother. It’s advice that Jessica McGraa likely heeded: in February 2016, she was working alone in Aberdeen and was so wary of the aggressive enforcement in the city that, when a client’s manner alarmed her, she called a friend, not the cops. (As a mother, a sex worker, and a Black woman, Jessica had multiple reasons to worry that she would not be treated well by the police.) The client raped and then murdered her.66

In 2013, Renata K. and Anna W. were selling sex in Leeds. They were working for an exploitative manager and wanted to escape.67 So, along with a third friend, they left their manager and set up in a flat in Bradford where they could see clients and share bills. It was an equitable and friendly working space. This did not, however, stop the police from raiding the flat, seizing the 672 pounds they found there, and arresting the women. During Renata and Anna’s trial (the third woman fled to Poland before the trial), the judge and even the prosecutor agreed that the flat was being run as an ‘informal co-operative’.68 Nonetheless, Renata and Anna were convicted of brothel-keeping.

In August 2017, three Romanian sex workers were arrested for sharing premises in the West Midlands, and in July 2017, police in Swindon raided a flat to find three Romanian women working there.69 The police recounted what happened next proudly on social media, writing:


All three women had been advertising sex work online via a website called adultworks [sic] … The women were spoken to and no offences of trafficking or coercion were disclosed. They were very open about their sex work, and confirmed the profiles on adultworks [sic] were their own, which they had set up and paid for … the women state that they do sex work of their own volition, because they can earn more money [through it] than back in Romania.70



The local paper reports that ‘all three women were arrested for brothel offences’ and deported.71 The Swindon police describe these arrests as ‘a very positive outcome’ on the grounds that ‘the women are now safe and away from their clients and no longer vulnerable to the risks of off-street sex work’.72 It’s hard to imagine many things less ‘safe’ than to be arrested, to have your money stolen, to be taken to an immigration detention centre, and to be deported, unable to say goodbye to your friends or partner.

In 2017, the Metropolitan Police left a note at a suspected brothel (which was only on their radar because it had been subject to an armed robbery), warning, ‘Any female at this address now, who is found at this same address in the future, is very likely to be arrested.’73 This threat clearly does not distinguish between workers and managers. Even police and prosecutors know – and openly acknowledge, in court and on social media – that these raids are not targeting or finding managers, let alone crime bosses: they are targeting and arresting sex workers.

The definition of brothel-keeping is so capacious as to easily facilitate the criminalisation of sex workers: a brothel can be any place where ‘more than one woman offers sexual intercourse, whether for payment or not’ or that is ‘resorted to for the purposes of lewd homosexual practices’.74 In other words, a flat-share where both housemates regularly have casual non-commercial sex could theoretically count as a brothel under British law. In reality, of course, the law is not used to criminalise casual sex, aside from the occasional sex-club raid.* Regrettably, it is much easier for us to imagine a mainstream feminist campaign in Britain working to remove casual-sex-havers from this law – on the basis that the symbolism of their inclusion is unfortunate – than to imagine such a campaign working to defend sex workers.

Ultimately the police target sex workers rather than people having one-night stands because, even indoors, sex workers are seen as disorderly in ways that other people engaging in indoor heterosexual copulation are not. Look at the reaction of a homeowner when they find that the photogenic little apartment that they’ve put on Airbnb has been used by a sex worker. Such scenarios are described as ‘traumatic’, despite the fact that Airbnb landlords have presumably had to come to terms, in general, with the thought of people having sex on their property. Commercial sex, then, is evidently different and alarming.

There is also a more prosaic reason for the police to focus on paid sex: the opportunity to confiscate cash and other assets. Under the Proceeds of Crime Act of 2002, British police have the power to confiscate assets they suspect are the result of criminal activity.* Even if no crime is ever proven, it falls on the suspect to prove in court that the assets were earned legally – a nearly impossible task with a cash-based business like sex work.75 Between them, the police and the Crown Prosecution Service can each pocket 50 per cent of whatever is taken, giving the police a significant incentive to use these powers extensively.76 And, as Alex Feis-Bryce, former chief executive of sex worker safety charity National Ugly Mugs, points out, it is also significantly more tempting for the police to target unarmed women selling sex (and working with cash) than to go after the professional criminal gangs for whom the law was originally intended.77

As a result, the theft of sex workers’ money in police raids on brothels is routine and goes beyond merely confiscating the occasional eighty pounds. In October 2016, when the police raided massage parlours in Soho and Chinatown, London, and took seventeen women to deportation centres, they also removed thirty-five thousand pounds.78 They even took money from individual women’s lockers.79 Sex worker Janice had thirteen thousand pounds taken from her in a brothel raid and it was never returned to her, even after she was found not guilty: ‘They even tried to take my home. I was left with nothing after a lifetime of hard work. I’m not young anymore and don’t know how I’ll manage. My life has been turned upside down.’80 Anti-prostitution policing thus becomes legalised theft.

The brothel-keeping law harms not only those who are caught – i.e., arrested or prosecuted – but also every sex worker who worries about being caught. People change their behaviour out of fear. It also enables the police to use criminalisation as a threat. A sex worker we know who reported a violent crime was told, in her local police station, ‘You do realise you’re at risk of eviction if you carry on telling me what you are telling me?’81 Another young woman we know approached the police about a man who was stalking her, only to have them investigate her for brothel-keeping – because one day a week she advertised ‘duos’ from her flat.

Criminalisation grants the police power over sex workers, and at the same time creates points of leverage which can be exploited by predators. We have both experienced phone calls from people claiming to be clients, asking, ‘Do you work alone then, love?’ and had to gamble, in that moment, with two competing problems. Is he seeking to rob or assault me, in which case I should put him off by telling him I work with a friend? Or is he a cop seeing if he can make a brothel-keeping arrest that day, in which case I should put him off by assuring him that I work alone?

As we see again and again among our friends, two people working together in a flat are powerless in the face of a landlord who can charge extortionate rent – or explicitly blackmail them – under the threat of reporting them to the cops. The same two workers have little defence when a client decides that this culpability is leverage he can use to assault them or to evade justice. A few years ago, two London sex workers (we will call them Lily and Jane) were working together in a flat as a safety measure after one of them was feeling shaken up after a recent incidence of violence. While Lily and Jane were working, a client of Lily’s turned aggressive. Jane came into the room to back Lily up. The client, instead of becoming chastened, became even more confident, telling them, ‘You can’t call the police on me – there’s two girls here! This is a brothel! I’m gonna call the police on you!’ This is the kind of man given power by brothel-keeping laws.

In a collective workplace, all the sex workers risk criminalisation. But a sex worker who works with an agent or manager (in a brothel, massage parlour, walk-up, sauna, or escort agency) is not criminalised – that buck is passed to the boss who organises or facilitates their work. This, along with the safety that comes with having another person on-site, makes employment in brothels and parlours attractive to many sex workers. Thus, the law’s failure to distinguish between these two kinds of set-ups pushes sex workers into the arms of managers. It also allows managers to extract more profit from sex workers’ earnings – some of the manager’s ‘cut’ comes out because they are shouldering the threat of criminalisation.

Being self-employed can be difficult. For sex workers who are carers, parents, or students, it can be a reasonable alternative to hand over some proportion of income to a boss who takes care of the logistical demands of commercial sex: answering the phone or email, running a website, setting up advertising, holding the money during the booking, organising the rental of the premises, providing equipment, and organising the cleaning of the venue. Rather than self-employment swallowing their free time and personal space, they can do one or two shifts a week and leave the job behind as soon as they step out of the door.

While the sex worker isn’t breaking the law when they’re working for a boss, the workplace is still an illegal one. When your workplace is criminalised, there are no employment tribunals, no HR departments, no legal contracts or health and safety inspectors – and therefore extremely limited recourse when your working conditions are bad. Your employer may threaten you with the sack if you decline to provide services to a client. They may fail to stock provisions like condoms, verbally abuse you, arbitrarily dock your wages, coerce you into longer shifts, or subject you to sexual harassment. They may simply be negligent in their obligations to provide basic safety, such as failing to pick up the phone in an emergency or to step into the room when you call for them. You have only two choices: do nothing or make a police report.

Assuming that you need the money, this presents a conundrum. If you call the police, the response will be a raid – resulting in the closure of your entire workplace, a lost job for you and every other worker there, and potentially deportations. A raid poses other risks, too, like the confiscation of money, belongings, or drugs. Many managers or agency owners firmly discourage reporting sexual violence to the police and emphasise to their employees that raising the alarm on a rapist will put everybody out of work. Almost all sex workers are in the job because they need the money. When made to pick between their income and making bad bosses or rapists accountable, the sex worker often has no choice but to tolerate bad conditions. Sex workers effectively protect their abusers in the same way some survivors of domestic violence have to protect partners upon whom they are financially dependent when police are called out. As grassroots feminist groups have noted, a heavy-handed police response is, in some cases, worse for survivors than nothing at all.

In these ways, ‘pimping’ laws limit victims’ responses to abusive managers. Yet people who would be willing to decriminalise the selling (or even buying) of sex often still wish for penalties against third parties. The idea that a third party should be involved in the transaction strikes people as intuitively wrong – exploitative at a fundamental level.

Such an assumption can only survive by obscuring the mundane realities of sex workers’ everyday lives. A spouse or partner who helps answer emails or schedule appointments, a receptionist who works the phones for tips in a brothel, or a sex worker who sublets her flat to a friend in times of illness or injury are all vulnerable to pimping laws. This means that should something happen – for example, if your workplace is robbed by armed men – you will probably hesitate to call the police for help, for fear of endangering others.

At a brothel in Bournemouth, Christy Norman – a seventy-year-old cleaner who worked just two days a week – helped a client who had collapsed by calling an ambulance and administering CPR. When the paramedics arrived with police, Norman was arrested and charged with running a brothel.82 Despite her obvious goodwill, she was found guilty, thus ensuring that no sex worker or brothel employee in Dorset will ever feel confident calling the authorities in an emergency again.

Many sex workers (including, at times, the authors) proactively seek out managed sex work rather than independent work for the reasons highlighted above. These people would prefer enhanced power within their relationships with bosses rather than that relationship being criminalised. The reason is that workers generally want to keep their jobs, with improved conditions. That is a standard trade union demand. Likewise, the feminist movement would not celebrate a woman losing her job in the aftermath of reporting workplace sexual harassment – that would be easily recognised as harmful, not a victory. But the criminalisation of our workplaces means sex workers lose our jobs if we report abuse.

However emotionally satisfying it may be to punish people like managers, that doesn’t mean it will have good consequences. The reality is that criminalisation is not a deterrent for the most abusive. Commenting on the failed war on drugs, former undercover police officer Neil Woods observes that his successful efforts to bust drug dealers simply resulted in ever more violence:


Every year the police get better at catching drug gangs, and the gangsters’ most effective way of fighting back is upping the use of fear and intimidation against potential informants. The most efficient way to stop people grassing them up is to be terrifying. In other words, organised crime groups were getting nastier and nastier as a direct result of what I was doing … It’s a classic arms race.83



The relatively easy-going ‘mom-and-pop’ operations are quickly shut down and replaced by organisations that are prepared to be more mercenary, by murdering not only police informants but anyone who accidentally leads the police to them.

The same process plays out in the sex industry. The advertising platform Escort-Ireland is well known for subjecting escorts to exploitative practices, and for allegedly committing cyberattacks against potential rivals. It rose to near-monopoly status in the wake of a police crackdown on the previous system of newspaper ads for escorts.84 In attempting to eradicate prostitution – and instead vandalising the systems that sex workers need – prohibition cultivates ruthlessness.

Looking the Other Way

Despite all this, the solidarity shown to sex workers fighting the criminalisation of sex work in Britain – from ASBOs, fines, and jail to brothel raids – is at best uneasy. One feminist commentator, for instance, interjected into a debate about sex work policy to claim, ‘Decriminalised [sex work] is the status quo in the UK. If that harms [sex workers], then how will extending it be better?’85 (Sex workers are used to having to argue that criminalisation is bad; it is a new and regrettable ideological shift to have to explain that criminalisation exists.) When the National Police Chiefs’ Council issued new guidance suggesting that brothel raids and enforcement against street-based sex workers be halted, anti-prostitution feminists were among those who objected.86

This type of feminist tends to have trouble with the terminology of the debate, regularly seeming to confuse very different legal models: calling the Swedish model ‘decriminalisation’, treating ‘decriminalisation’ and ‘legalisation’ as interchangeable, and, during a tense debate at a UK Amnesty Annual General Meeting, claiming the United States – which has full criminalisation – is an example of ‘the Swedish model’ (see chapter 6).87 Whether they spring from intention or accident, these politics leave criminalised women out in the cold. The feminist movement cannot fight what its activists cannot name.

Indeed, many anti-prostitution feminists actively support some form of criminalisation. Much of the mainstream feminist movement gave support to a 2014 report from a group of MPs recommending the continued use of ASBOs against women who sell sex as well as a law proposed by Scottish Labour politician Rhoda Grant that sought to retain the criminalisation of soliciting.88 Scottish politician Trish Godman, who proposed to criminalise both the purchase and the sale of sex is feted at feminist conferences.89 Anti-prostitution feminists are so focussed on criminalising clients that when a legislative proposal contains this measure, they support it – seemingly without checking the ‘detail’ of what the proposal includes for sex workers.

The arrests of sex workers as a result of Britain’s broad brothel-keeping laws may represent ‘collateral damage’ to some feminists that on some – silent – level they are genuinely sad to see, albeit while believing it ‘necessary for the greater good’. For others who feel anger towards sex workers, despite their claims of sympathy, such arrests might scratch the itch to see punitive state action. (As one such woman memorably told a sex worker, ‘Frankly I’ve got to the point if it takes a few lives like yours to save one eleven-year-old … I’ll deal.’)90 One UK-based feminist anti-prostitution organisation gives out guidance on ‘how to spot an illegal brothel’;91 they seem unconcerned about the arrest, prosecution, theft of money, and deportation that sex working women may be subject to as a result of their ‘guidance’. In Glasgow, a feminist-aligned ‘support service’ claims that arrest can be helpful to women in prostitution. Its manager tells a journalist, ‘We don’t wait until [prostitutes] say they want to exit and we share all our info with police … We try everything to engage with them. That could be a [criminal] charge, which puts them in a system where they have support.’92

After a 2016 brothel raid in Leeds, an officer told reporters that the purpose of the crackdown was to ‘protect the vulnerable … They don’t necessarily see they’re being taken advantage of and it’s part of our job to make them aware.’ When the sex workers told the raiding officers that they were, in fact, migrant workers in possession of their passports and house keys, with freedom to come and go as they pleased, they were evicted and issued with deportation orders.93 Despite the obvious injustice of these raids, only sex workers protested; mainstream feminists and the anti-trafficking movement remained resoundingly silent. As an activist with UK collective Sex Worker Advocacy and Resistance Movement (SWARM) commented to us, ‘These raids are violent and abusive. As usual, the support of anti-prostitution feminists is nowhere to be found when migrant sex workers are arrested, evicted or deported.’94

In the aftermath of the arrests in Swindon, sex workers organised to stop the deportations of the Romanian women.95 Most anti-prostitution feminists made no comment, but one speculated that maybe the Romanian women were pimps after all.96 The idea that a workplace might have three managers and no workers, and moreover that the ‘managers’ would all be migrant women in their twenties advertising their own sexual services online is patently absurd. Its absurdity speaks, as gender studies academic Alison Phipps has noted, to just ‘how far people will go to avoid extending solidarity to those they disapprove of’.97

Almost everybody with any flavour of feminist politics proclaims not to want those who sell sex to be arrested. However, that sex workers patently are arrested as a result of brothel-keeping laws is, for most anti-prostitution feminists, unmentionable – because the legal model they are pushing for retains and even strengthens these exact same laws (see chapter 6). The fundamental awkwardness of this truth – one that ultimately reveals dedication to something other than sex working women’s welfare – creates a frustrating culture of unseeing and unknowing among the feminist left. They stick their fingers into their ears while sex workers try, with increasing frustration, to make the impact of criminalisation clear to them.

The situation for sex workers in Scotland, England, and Wales is bad and getting worse. Harsh drug laws, intensifying poverty, and ever grimmer policies targeting migrants all act in concert with multi-layered and complex forms of criminalisation targeting commercial sex. Carceral feminism offers sex working women meagre solidarity. We turn next to the situation for sex workers elsewhere in the world, to explore in other contexts how criminal law (or its absence) shapes the experiences of people who sell sex.
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Prison Nation: The United States,
South Africa, and Kenya

Full Criminalisation: A legal model where the sex worker, the client, and third parties (such as managers, drivers, or landlords) are all criminalised. Also seen in Uganda, Russia, Iran, Pakistan, and China.


I picked prostitutes as my victims … because they were easy to pick up without being noticed. I knew they would not be reported missing right away and might never be reported missing. I picked prostitutes because I thought I could kill as many of them as I wanted without getting caught.

– Gary Ridgway, the ‘Green River Killer’*



Ideological Battleground

You’d think almost everybody would agree that full criminalisation, where the prostitute, client, and anybody else associated with the transaction can all be arrested, is a brutal, clumsy, unjust system. It should be obvious that the act of selling sex is a non-violent survival strategy – yet, if the sex worker is classed as criminal, their relationship with police becomes automatically adversarial; selling sex becomes much more dangerous; lives are destroyed by even the shortest jail sentences; and those saddled with criminal records are, paradoxically, trapped in long-term prostitution when employers won’t touch them. New Yorker Sarah Marchando was arrested for prostitution-related offences seven times in two years. ‘It wasn’t like I could just say, “Hey, let me go get a job,” because I am not stable. I can’t get stable if every time I turn around I am in jail again.’1

While the ‘prostitution debate’ might seem to play out among progressives, criminalising the prostitute is rooted in disgust and hatred – entangled with misogyny, racism, and fear of the visibly queer or diseased body. These coalesce into the belief that the prostitute is a threat who must be warded off through punishment. It is these reactionary politics doing most of the ideological work that sustains full criminalisation. Nonetheless, occasionally someone attempts to put a progressive gloss on such a system. One local paper reports that ‘Sergeant Coleman of the Prince George’s County Vice Squad says his goal is to help, not hurt, the women he arrests.’2 An Arizona police officer speaks of a new era of sympathetic ‘victim-centred’ policing but adds that ‘some arrests are still required to protect victims from abusive pimps, and an arrest sometimes motivates a victim to re-examine her life’.3

Many anti-prostitution writers barely touch on the topic of full criminalisation, clearly considering the case to be closed. Feminist campaigner Julie Bindel opens her recent book The Pimping of Prostitution: Abolishing the Sex Work Myth by detailing the ‘two legal models’ (the ‘Nordic Model’ as one, versus either legalisation or decriminalisation as the other).* There is no reference to the legal regime that arrests women like Sarah Marchando. This might suggest that the real battle is elsewhere, or perhaps that it goes without saying.

Full criminalisation, however, persists in dominating the globe. Russia, South Africa, the United States (aside from a few Nevada counties), China, and Kenya, among others, all fully criminalise prostitution. All the harms that flow from other, more ‘subtle’ forms of criminalisation start here; these are harms which do not go without saying. For Marchando – and for the tens of thousands of sex workers (and people profiled as sex workers) arrested, prosecuted, incarcerated, deported, or fined in the US every year – it’s a conversation that urgently needs to be had. ‘If nobody says nothing, it is not going to be dealt with’ she says.4

Alisha Walker and GiGi Thomas are two sex working women who, in separate instances, have had to defend their own lives (and, in Walker’s case, also the life of a friend) against a violent male aggressor.* Each has been brutally punished for desperate, panicked acts of self-defence, for the preservation of their own lives. In a nation where ‘stand your ground’ laws protect the rights of some to use lethal force against perceived threats to their safety, there is a bitterly unfair double standard for such women.† It is no coincidence that both are marginalised because of race and gender: Alisha is a Black cis woman and GiGi is a Black trans woman. The criminalisation of prostitution robbed them of their right to safety, and the treatment of Black and trans women in the US ‘criminal justice’ system – a system never built to deliver justice for women like GiGi and Alisha – robbed them of their right to self-defence and their right to freedom.5

Amidst the increasingly visible resurgence of fascism, it is easy for some liberals to position themselves as ‘good people’ simply by being to the left of the most ghoulish and uncouth iterations of hard-right politics. Structural problems become personalised and pathologised in figures like Donald Trump. But nothing short of a radical transformation of ‘criminal justice’ will bring safety to women like Alisha and GiGi. This cannot be left to liberals, who, in misdiagnosing the problem, risk strengthening the carceral state. (The Obama administration, for example, responded to the outcry over Black deaths at the hands of the police by channelling millions of dollars into police departments.)6 Punitive state control snaps shut like a trap around women like GiGi and Alisha. Only through naming these modes of control and unsafety can we begin to unpick them.

Prison Nation

Mainstream feminism too often puts ‘police violence’ and ‘male violence against women’ into different conceptual categories – if, indeed, it considers police violence to be a topic of feminist concern at all.7 This is especially the case for the violence that is ‘normalised’ as part of policing: arrests, most obviously, but also violations such as intimate searches, and harassment such as stop-and-frisk.8 The result is that police violence gets left out of mainstream feminist anti-violence work. However, when we think of police violence not only as state violence but also (often) as male violence against women, the criminalisation of prostitution comes into focus in a new way: as a key driver of male violence against women.

The infrastructure of criminalisation saturates our political consciousness. It is the bobby on the beat, the jail on the Monopoly board, the crime-drama TV show (with its inevitable murdered prostitute), the car-chase footage on the news. In this saturation, such images are rendered mundane, sidelining questions of the legitimacy or purpose of these modes of control. As Angela Davis writes, the prison ‘is one of the most important features of our image environment’, yet it


functions ideologically as an abstract site into which undesirables are deposited, relieving us of the responsibility of thinking about the real issues afflicting those communities from which prisoners are drawn in such disproportionate numbers. This is the ideological work that the prison performs – it relieves us of the responsibility of seriously engaging with the problems of our society, especially those produced by racism and, increasingly, global capitalism.9



Theorist Beth Richie uses the term prison nation to mean a ‘broad notion of using the arm of the law to control people, especially disadvantaged people and people from disadvantaged communities’.10 Her term encompasses not only the physical infrastructure of prisons and jails, but also ‘surveillance, policing, detention, probation, harsh restrictions on child guardianship … and other strategies of isolation and disposal’.11

Perhaps the key trick of the prison nation is ‘now you see it, now you don’t’. Prison vanishes people; criminalisation renders those same people hyper-visible. The deeply racialised, anti-Black figure of the Pimp looms large as the perpetrator of ‘slavery’ – while the prison system itself, one of the key material legacies of chattel slavery in the Americas, is filled with ever more Black inmates.

Through the intensifying militarisation of police departments, there is a direct link between the foreign wars at the frontiers of the contemporary American empire and the hyper-carceral state at home.12 As the New Yorker reports, since the 1990s, ‘local governments have received approximately thirty-four billion dollars in grants from the Department of Homeland Security to buy their own military equipment … That brings the total [spent by American police departments on military equipment] to thirty-nine billion dollars – more than the entire defense budget of Germany.’13 The same trend is visible even in the histories of policing; early-twentieth-century American policing drew on the US Army’s experience imposing brutal colonial rule in the Philippines, just as UK policing explicitly drew on tactics developed by the British Army in subduing colonised populations.14

Communities feel the police are an occupying army; the police feel themselves to be an occupying army, and the police respond to the people they encounter with the hostility that engenders.15 Some of the most powerful photography emerging from the ongoing fight for Black lives in the US speaks to the visual dimension of this: an iconic photograph taken in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, shows Ieshia Evans, a young Black woman in a summer dress, calmly facing down two oncoming police officers in full body-armour. Meanwhile, the overlapping military and prison industrial complexes drain hundreds of billions of dollars from the American public purse, outfitting the police who rushed Ieshia in futuristic ‘protective’ armour – alongside cuts to Social Security, healthcare, and education, and catastrophic divestment from Black communities.

The Crime of Sex Work

Prostitution arrests are racist. They have always been racist. In 1866, San Francisco police arrested 137 women, ‘virtually all Chinese’; the police boasted that they had ‘expelled three hundred Chinese women’.16 In the 1970s, the American Civil Liberties Union found that Black women were seven times more likely to be arrested for prostitution-related offences than white women.17 This disparity is no relic of the past: between 2012 and 2015, 85 per cent of people charged with ‘loitering for the purpose of prostitution’ in New York City were Black or Latinx – groups that only make up 54 per cent of the city’s population.* Increases in prostitution enforcement mean increases in the arrests of women of colour. Between 2012 and 2016, the New York Police Department stepped up enforcement targeting massage parlours. As journalist Melissa Gira Grant details, during this period the arrests of Asian people in New York charged either with ‘unlicensed massage’ or prostitution went up by 2,700 per cent.18 Arrests on the street target Black and Latina women – who may not even be selling sex – simply for wearing ‘tight jeans’ or a crop top. The NYPD do not arrest white women in affluent areas of the city for wearing jeans.19

Racial disparities play out, too, in terms of who is charged with what. As Andrea Ritchie writes, Black women are also far more likely than their white counterparts ‘to be charged with a more serious prostitution offence’.20 A relatively high proportion of people incarcerated in the United States for human trafficking offences are Black women in their twenties who, at the time of their arrest, were selling sex.21 Such women are prosecuted as sex traffickers simply for sharing a workspace with someone else who is selling sex – and who turns out to be seventeen rather than eighteen. As attorney Kate Mogulescu asks, ‘is this the purpose of our federal human trafficking criminal law? To prosecute 20-to-24-year-old women of color involved in the commercial sex industry?’22 Ritchie details the case of Gloria Lockett, a Black woman who went on to co-lead the sex workers’ rights organisation COYOTE and who was on one occasion arrested for ‘felony pimping’ for holding another woman’s money for her. Racism meant Lockett ‘was charged with felony pimping, while police charged the white women with simple misdemeanour prostitution’.*

Through the prism of a fully criminalised legal model, the idea that a sex worker should be punished for selling sex is often underscored by a philosophy of deterrence – a short, sharp shock to bring them in line with ‘decent values’. (As one New York politician put it, ‘Sometimes you have to compel people to help themselves … [they] might need the incentive of, “Listen, you know, you’ve got to stop this.”’)23 But at the level of material reality, criminalisation is not just a helping hand or a slap on the wrist. Often, charges like ‘breach of parole’ (continuing to sell sex after having been previously apprehended for it) generate much harsher penalties than the crime of prostitution itself, such as time in jail rather than a fine. Jail means that, if they have children, they will likely lose custody, and that upon release they are likely to be made homeless,† will struggle to find ‘legitimate’ employment, and may be barred from some kinds of social safety net provisions, such as public housing.24 The criminal status of ‘prostitute’ is thus a trap.

Criminalisation is often a ‘revolving-door of arrest and prosecution’.25 State-inflicted vulnerability is transfigured into what looks like ‘justified’ permanent disgrace. Sex workers with drug dependencies, trying to deal with the pain of homelessness and the loss of children, are seen as steering their own chaotic downward spiral, which makes it easier to vilify them as ‘deserving’ punitive sanctions. Prostitution policing also forcibly administers the mantle of chronic disgrace in more direct ways, such as posting mugshots and full names from prostitution arrests on social media. In one recent case, a Florida police department outed a sex worker who tried to trade sex with an undercover officer for a fast-food meal. Her legal name and photographs were reproduced widely in the press, as if this were an amusing rather than horrifying abuse of a vulnerable person.*

Prior to 2011, a centuries-old law that criminalised ‘crimes against nature’ by solicitation (CANS)26 resulted in some sex workers in Louisiana being placed on a sex-offender registry for fifteen years to life.27 The sex workers placed on the registry were disproportionately Black or trans workers. To be placed on such a registry is in many ways to experience a profound social death: you are excluded from housing, from Social Security, from most jobs, and from your community. You can be barred from domestic violence shelters. You often cannot live or socialise unsupervised with children, even your own children. Your driver’s license – which you need to produce during a traffic stop, or to buy alcohol, or to deposit money in your local bank – reads ‘sex offender’ in huge orange letters. People on the registry are assumed to be perpetrators of extreme sexual violence and as such are often subject to vigilante violence from neighbours. In the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, the nearby state of Florida barred registered sex offenders from public hurricane shelters, directing them to jails instead.28 Those prosecuted under federal law as traffickers – even those who have only ‘trafficked’ themselves, like the young Black women selling sex mentioned earlier in this chapter – are still placed on sex-offender registries.29

Anti-prostitution policing also severely obstructs sex workers from carrying and using condoms, exposing them to health risks such as unwanted pregnancy and HIV.30 One sex worker in New York had police officers open her condoms and ‘drop them into the sewer, all the time, ten times a month’. Another US sex worker says, ‘If I took a lot of condoms, they would arrest me. If I took a few or only one, I would run out and not be able to protect myself. How many times have I had unprotected sex because I was afraid of carrying condoms? Many times.’31

Andrea Ritchie writes that, in New York in the early 2000s,


the practice was so pervasive that many believed there was a ‘three condom rule’ – anyone caught with three or more condoms would be charged with prostitution … In reality, there is no magic number. I have seen criminal complaints listing a single condom as evidence of intent to engage in prostitution-related offences.32



In a direct echo of what happened to Gloria Lockett, one transgender Latina woman told lawmakers that when she and a friend were arrested on the street, ‘her friend was charged with loitering for the purposes of prostitution [a misdemeanour] and she was charged with promoting her friend [a felony] because she was carrying condoms’.33

As technology and commercial sex collide, anti-prostitution policing, too, is increasingly present online. In America, the 2010s have seen a war of attrition against online platforms that host sex workers’ ads – sites from Craigslist to BackPage to RentBoy and Eros have shuttered their ads sections in response to attempted prosecutions or have been brought down by actual arrests.34 RentBoy, for example, was suddenly pulled offline in the summer of 2015, when law enforcement raided its offices and indicted its chief executives.35

Losing these advertising platforms pushes sex workers onto the street, where their increased visibility makes them more vulnerable to arrest, or more likely to depend on managers. When San Francisco ad site and messaging board MyRedBook was taken down in the summer of 2014, local sex workers lost not only the ability to post free ads and screen clients online but a huge community resource – including harm-reduction information such as ‘bad date’ lists, which warn workers of violent clients.36

While we were writing this book, new laws which increase website providers’ vulnerability to prosecution over hosting sex work ads were passed in the US legislature. SESTA-FOSTA (see footnote on page 20) censored a huge number of advertising platforms at once in spring 2018, rendering sex workers in the US and beyond more precarious, broke, and desperate almost overnight as their source of income vanished. SESTA-FOSTA increased the power of clients and would-be managers, as sex workers scrambled to find work in any way they could. One client wrote, ‘I definitely think this will end up being a win for hobbyists [habitual clients] … prices will drop because providers [sex workers] will not be able to pull in new customers and have to take whoever they can get. Specials [such as sex without a condom] will become more prevalent … They will have to act friendlier and not have the luxury of turning away clients any longer.’37

Sex workers across the US reported that in the immediate aftermath of SESTA-FOSTA, they started getting a flood of texts, calls and other come-ons from wannabe-managers, looking to lure newly-desperate workers into potentially exploitative arrangements. As one sex worker said, ‘There’s always something in the message alluding to these bills that have just passed. “Now you need me.” It’s really creepy, because that exact thing is what the people who passed the bill thought they were fighting, and they’ve brought it into my life.’38

Another sex worker wrote, ‘Once Backpage was seized, I saw workers in my area who’d only recently clawed their way up from street-based work and homelessness into the lowest rung of indoor work … get flung back into what they’d just escaped. St. James Infirmary reported four times as many street-based workers as before in the Mission district. The sex worker community online started to hear about workers going back out on the street and missing their check-in calls—as of April 14, just based on anecdotal data passed between us, 13 workers have gone missing and two have been confirmed dead.’39

It could seem paradoxical that these laws, which ostensibly aim to fight exploitation, instead make exploitation easier and more prevalent. But ultimately it is not a paradox: reducing sex workers’ ability to connect with clients always increases scarcity and makes workers more vulnerable. What is new about SESTA-FOSTA is the way in which, in an increasingly interconnected world, the effects of criminalisation in the US hit sex workers all over the world. Sex workers in the UK also had to scramble to move adverts onto different sites and servers, losing work in the meantime. The law thereby making these workers more precarious. Our community had to pool money and energy to help those who struggled as a result.

Criminalisation forces workers to compromise on some or all of their safety strategies in the hope of avoiding the police. At the same time, it signals to violent people that sex workers are in some sense ‘legitimate’ targets at the periphery of society. One sex worker in South Africa says that it used to be


very good doing sex work because police officers were not on our case. I don’t know what triggered it, but they started being on our case. So we needed to move to darker and shadier places to avoid the police, who were abusing us, and that’s when we started being prey to our clients.40



Simply being a police officer opens up opportunities to perpetrate harassment, abuse, extortion and rape. One young woman in Chicago reports, ‘I was solicited by a police officer who said that if I had sex with him he wouldn’t arrest me. So I did. Then afterwards he cuffed me and pressed charges anyway.’41 Another says, ‘I was going to meet a new john, it turned out to be a sting set up by the cops. He got violent with me, handcuffed me and then raped me. He cleaned me up for the police station and I got sentenced to four months in jail for prostitution.’42

Beside those illegal abuses of power, police having sex with prostitutes is formally endorsed by the state. Across the US, police officers routinely have sex during ‘prostitution stings’, conveniently arresting the worker only after the officer has ejaculated.* In Alaska, a proposed legislative measure to ban undercover cops from sexual contact with sex workers has met with resistance from the Anchorage Police Department, who have argued that abstaining from sexual contact makes it harder to prove prostitution is happening.43 Would any sex worker consent to sex if they knew it was a prelude to being arrested?

Can Anti-Prostitution Law Be Progressive?

In Henrico County, Virginia, the women’s jail is overflowing. They have had to order 200 roll-out beds. Women sleep on the floor in corridors, in communal areas, and between bunks in packed cells. Driving this spike in incarceration is the county’s recent ‘aggressive approach to prostitution and human sex trafficking’, which has led to ‘more women with lengthy arrest records in jail’.44

As we have noted, much anti-prostitution policing now comes with a progressive gloss. Sometimes arrest is spoken of as ‘needed’ to fulfil other goals: one policymaker, for instance, told a journalist that arresting prostitutes is necessary because if the police did not have the ‘leverage’ of arrest and prosecution, they could not coerce people into testifying against those the police deem to be traffickers.45 Lauren Hersh, the New York director of feminist organisation Equality Now, writes that although arresting sellers of sex can be ‘fraught with ethical dilemmas and possible human rights violations’, it is nonetheless useful in a number of ways. For example, she writes, ‘prosecutors may have an easier time maintaining reliable contact with an arrested victim’.46

Anti-trafficking work done by the state invariably starts with an arrest. The US media generally reports such arrests as ‘rescues’, thus framing the arrest of people in the sex trade not just somewhat progressive but actively humanitarian.47 Few could object to fighting trafficking.

For those caught up in them, however, these arrests are profoundly traumatic. Celia, who has been arrested seven times, told researchers:


These raids are ugly and horrible. They … break the door, they come in with the guns out! In the beginning, it’s frightening and upsetting. [Law enforcement] could do anything, you don’t know what they are going to do … It’s really horrible, sometimes if they are very angry, they don’t let you get dressed. They take you in your work clothes … One never lets go of the fear. Being afraid never goes away. They provoke that.48



Lily, arrested five times, says, ‘They were wearing guns and uniforms, and it made me very scared. They didn’t tell us anything. They treated us like criminals during the arrest and it was scary.’49

Aya Gruber, Amy Cohen, and Kate Mogulescu write that the US criminal justice system has recently undergone a shift towards what they term penal welfare.50 This, they write, is the ‘growing practice of using criminal courts to provide social services and benefits’, adding, ‘in an era in which “mass incarceration” is a familiar term and tough-on-crime and broken windows ideologies are falling into disfavor, penal welfare enables entrenched institutions of criminal law to continue to function despite a growing crisis in public confidence’.51 One example is Safe Harbour laws, which entail putting underage youth who sell sex through a system of mandatory services – by arresting them and funnelling them through the criminal justice system. Researchers have found that these frequent arrests ‘create instability and perpetuate youths’ need to engage in survival sex’, magnifying the very harms the system is ostensibly attempting to remedy.52

New York’s human-trafficking courts are another example of penal warfare. Their adherents argue that they are a progressive shift towards services, premised on the idea that people arrested for prostitution should be treated as trafficking victims. Yet they nonetheless involve arresting a woman. (Red Umbrella Project report that over ninety-eight per cent of the defendants are women, whether trans or cis.)53 She is then prosecuted for prostitution but can be sentenced to services instead of a criminal conviction. Black women are charged with 94 per cent of the loitering offences and 70 per cent of the prostitution offences that go through the Brooklyn trafficking courts.54 And while there is outrage when immigration officials appear at these human trafficking courts looking for people to deport, it is standard practice throughout the US that a prostitution conviction ‘renders an immigrant immediately deportable’ – making the court’s ‘humanitarian’ rationale for ongoing prostitution arrests ever harder to sustain.55

If the defendant has previous drug charges on her record, she may spend several weeks in jail awaiting ‘evaluation’ before being sentenced to ‘months in an inpatient drug-treatment program that differs little from prison’.56 Those with ‘complex cases’ may be subject to pre-trial detention; many cannot afford to bail themselves out, meaning that they are confined to New York’s notorious Rikers Island jail while they wait for their case to be heard. The ostensible ‘victim’ status of the defendant inevitably comes into conflict with the fact that what the court exists to do is impose judgement, control and punishment. One prosecutor, declining to offer services to a young woman, explained:


To have been arrested so many times for prostitution in so many different states. Obviously, she’s a victim … But still, she just has so many arrests, so … I said that I will give her a disorderly conduct and time served and she can go back to California … and it better be the last [arrest] because I don’t want people coming into Queens [thinking], ‘Oh you get a good disposition in Queens.’57



Defendants can be evicted or jailed ‘for their own good’. One prosecutor argued, upon ‘successfully’ sending a woman to jail, ‘I do not want to see Ms. F going back to her ex-boyfriend, whatever she thinks he is. In my eyes, that’s the person that’s exploiting her and that’s just not a good situation, Judge. I am going to ask that she be remanded [to jail].’58

Even for women who do get services, the services available through the court are not necessarily those the defendants need. Defendants are often assigned activities of uncertain immediate value, like yoga, art therapy, or counselling, with the threat of re-arrest if they fail to attend.59 Jenna Torres, a mother arrested while under the age of eighteen for prostitution in New York, writes,


The treatment program the courts provided was not a good fit for me. I didn’t need to be treated for sex work. That isn’t an illness … I really needed that time for more important tasks. The sessions hampered my ability to create a better environment for myself and my children so I wouldn’t have to rely on sex work … They gave me options that didn’t fit my situation, suggesting that I just stop sex work and my life would be magically improved. Stopping sex work for me means not being able to make money.60



The court-mandated therapy forced Torres to drop out of college, as there wasn’t time in her schedule to attend both. As the sex worker led project RedUp NYC writes, ‘This cycle of criminalisation, especially for those who do not complete the mandated services, can make exit from the sex trade more difficult for those who want to.’61

There is no progressive version of full criminalisation. Abuses such as racist policing, corruption, and sexual assault are fundamentally bound up with the vulnerability of the sex worker who, when defined as criminal, has little recourse to justice or protection. Across nations where sex workers are criminalised, stories emerge of police officers capitalising on the weakness of their victims in order to inflict beatings, rape, and extortion to an extent where sex workers fear police more than clients, managers, or the public. ‘Police are our biggest problem, more than anyone’, comments a sex worker in Lagos, Nigeria. ‘When he puts on the uniform, he thinks he can do whatever he wants.’62

Criminalisation dehumanizes people in sex work to the extent that members of the public often don’t notice or care about their mistreatment. Russian murderer – and police officer – Mikhail Popkov managed to get away with killing eighty-two women over eighteen years as part of a crusade to ‘cleanse’ the streets of prostitutes.63 (He sometimes found victims by offering them a ride in his police car, and was twice called in his official capacity to investigate murders he himself had committed.)64 Chi Adanna Mgbako writes of a police officer in Uganda who ‘has long made grotesque sport of tormenting street-based sex workers … stripping them naked, and parading them through town’.65 Despite such public and visible abuse, when his victims filed complaints, he was merely transferred to another unit where, sex workers report, he has continued to force his way into the homes of pregnant and nursing women, ‘dragging them out by the hair to dump them in the police station’. Mgbako recounts the story of a group of sex workers attacked by police officers in full view of a crowd of spectators, who goaded the officers to arrest the women and remove them, shouting, ‘Take them, take them – this is our rubbish.’66

In South Africa, the brutal institutional legacy of apartheid combines with full criminalisation to produce particularly horrific abuse.* In Johannesburg, for example, the police habitually pepper-spray the genitals of sex workers.67 Male sex workers and trans women are particularly targeted for violence. In one case, police in Cape Town are reported to have arrested a young male sex worker and then encouraged the men in his cell to sexually abuse him.68 A court in Cape Town ruled that the police were arresting sex workers arbitrarily without intent to charge them – simply to abuse or harass them in the police van or the cells.69

Individual perpetrators, even the most terrifying and sadistic ones, are not freakish anomalies. They are a recurring symptom of any legal system that frames prostitutes as worthless and disposable criminals. In 2015, police officer Daniel Holtzclaw was convicted by an Oklahoma jury of eighteen counts of rape.70 His victims were low-income Black women who either had criminal records or were engaging in criminalised behaviours, particularly drug use and sex work. Holtzclaw was emboldened to target these women because he knew that the huge power disparity between him and them meant he was unlikely to be held accountable. In the end, he was only caught because he assaulted Jannie Ligons, a woman without a criminal record – a woman who was not afraid to report him and whose report was taken seriously. This bare minimum of respect in the justice system was all that set her apart from the other victims. Holtzclaw himself very explicitly named this logic when, after his conviction, he complained to an interviewer that Ligons was ‘not innocent the way people think she is. She had a bust in the ’80s … but we couldn’t present that to the jury. This is not a woman that, you know, is a soccer mom, or someone that’s credible in society.’71

Clearly Holtzclaw – like other abusers and killers of prostitutes – subscribed to an idea that is corroborated by the laws he enforced: that the criminal body is a vulnerable one. The criminalised woman is easy pickings.

Disorderly Bodies

Cyntoia Brown’s case briefly became headline news in 2017, when celebrities such as Rihanna and Kim Kardashian West drew attention to the horrific way she had been treated by the criminal justice system.72 At sixteen years old, Cyntoia had been in an abusive relationship with a man who forced her to sell sex. She picked up a client, but once she was at the client’s house, he threatened and assaulted her. She shot him in self-defence – but rather than being recognised as a traumatised young woman defending her own life, she was portrayed as a murderer and sentenced to half a century in jail. By the time Rihanna and Kim Kardashian publicised her case, Cyntoia was already twenty-nine; she has so far spent nearly fifteen years of her life incarcerated.

Cyntoia’s case is unusual in that her youth at the time of her ‘offence’ made it easier for the public to sympathise with her. Indeed, prison-abolitionist organiser Mariame Kaba and sex workers’ rights organiser Brit Schulte picked up on this, noting that the explosion of interest in Cyntoia was accompanied by images of her as a sixteen-year-old. Kaba and Schulte write:


Is an adult, 29-year-old Black woman an unsympathetic victim? If so, why? Acknowledging trauma and resilience are often ignored in favor of the driving desire by the media and public to support only a perfect victim. Perfect victims are submissive, not aggressive; they don’t have histories of drug use or prior contact with the criminal legal system; and they are ‘innocent’ and respectable.73



As we see time and time again, the requirements for the ‘perfect victim’ that Kaba and Schulte outline not only routinely exclude Black women from safety but actively sweep them up into the definition of criminal. Cyntoia’s case briefly gained international attention, although as of this writing her appeal has been denied.74 The cases of Alisha and GiGi, whose stories opened this chapter, have been taken up by sex worker organisers and by the wider ‘Survived and Punished’ movement to free incarcerated survivors of violence (a movement Kaba has been instrumental in organising).75 But these cases are, of course, only the tip of the iceberg. In the US, the criminalisation of people attempting to survive is routine; for some, police attention means arrest as often as it means any kind of safety. The Atlanta Solutions Not Punishment coalition found that ‘encounters with [the police] leave trans people less safe than they were before … This is true even when we have called the police ourselves for help because we were in danger or to report a crime.’76 Thirty-eight per cent of trans women of colour in Atlanta reported that when they called the police for help, they ended up getting arrested instead.77

Hillary Clinton’s ill-fated 2016 presidential run was dogged by anger from the left, in part over her role in promoting the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act (known as the Crime Act), signed into law by her husband.78 She infamously justified the 1994 act with reference to ‘super-predators … no conscience, no empathy, we can talk about why they ended up that way, but first we have to bring them to heel.’79 In the 2010s, organisations like Black Lives Matter ignited public concern over deaths at the hands of the police and drew attention to how over-policing and mass incarceration disproportionately hit Black communities and perpetuate the systemic devaluation of Black lives. The Crime Act sent a hundred thousand more police onto the streets, earmarked nearly $10 billion for prisons, retained the racist ‘hundred-to-one’ sentencing ratio for crack versus powder cocaine, and continued with three strikes and mandatory minimum sentencing requirements that put hundreds of thousands of mostly Black and poor Americans in jail for long stretches for drug offences.80

Part of the aim of the law was to use ‘mandatory arrest’ policies to force police to take domestic violence more seriously. However, where the police weren’t sure who was the aggressor (or felt unsympathetic to both parties), they often responded by arresting both perpetrator and victim. As a result, arrests of women shot up: in Los Angeles, the number of women arrested as a result of domestic-violence calls doubled in 1995; in Maryland, the arrest rate for women tripled between 1992 and 1996; in Sacramento, it went up by 91 per cent.81 A key reason is that mothers were criminalised for ‘failing’ to protect their children from the man who was abusing both mother and child.82 As researcher Susan Miller puts it, ‘An arrest policy intended to protect battered women as victims is being … used against them. Battered women have become female offenders.’83 Black and Latinx women were disproportionately arrested.

When one young Black trans woman in Los Angeles called the police about her partner’s violence, the police returned to arrest her for an old prostitution offence.84 Tiawanda Moore, a young Black woman in Chicago, was sexually assaulted by a police officer when she called for help regarding her partner’s violence.85 When she sought to complain about the assault, she was dismissed on the grounds she had been a stripper.86 When she recorded the officers talking about her in order to gather further evidence of the appalling way she was being treated, they arrested her and charged her with ‘eavesdropping’ – an offence that could have seen her jailed for fifteen years. (Thankfully, she was ultimately acquitted.)87 These policies can impact doubly on sex workers: Black women in the sex trade are routinely subject to ‘dual arrest’ (when both parties involved in a domestic violence incident are arrested) if they call the police to report domestic violence.88

When it passed, some feminists hailed the 1994 Crime Act as a triumph because it included major legislation that sought to tackle violence against women – the Violence Against Women Act (VAWA).89 In a 2015 Feminist Current essay titled ‘A Thank-You Note to “Carceral”/”Sex-Negative” Feminists’, writer Penny White typifies this mainstream feminist praise for the VAWA and the police, writing that feminists of the seventies and eighties were ‘heroes’ who ‘paved the way for the Violence Against Women Act … which gave law enforcement 1.6 billion dollars to investigate and prosecute sexual and domestic violence … [This] transformed our culture into a bigger, safer, and freer space for women than I had ever dreamed possible.’90

Rhetoric like this doesn’t just forget about victims of police and state violence – it throws them under the bus. Liberal commentator Amanda Marcotte caused outrage when she wrote an article titled ‘Prosecutors Arrest Alleged Rape Victim to Make Her Cooperate in Their Case. They Made the Right Call’, arguing that it was ‘understandable’ that prosecutors ‘might try to do everything within their power to convict [the perpetrator]’, including jailing his victim, adding that ‘we have to decide what’s more important to us: putting abusive men in jail or letting their victims opt out of cooperating with the prosecution as they see fit’.91 Carceral feminism prioritises punishing wrongdoers above all else, even protecting victims.

These competing perspectives on the 1994 Crime Act speak to larger conflicts within the feminist anti-violence movement and illuminate some of the problems with seeing the police as the solution to violence against women. Identifying the problems of this law-and-order approach pushes us to locate violence against women within the broader texture of state violence – including arrests, deportations, evictions, loss of child custody, anti-homelessness ordinances, the war on drugs, gentrification, and racism in policing and in the criminal justice system. The fight for decriminalisation is just one strand. Working to end the power of the police to assault, arrest, prosecute or deport people in the sex trades is part of a larger struggle for safety, a struggle which includes freeing incarcerated survivors, ending cash bail, and fighting for investment in the things that make people safer – not cops and prisons.

Organising

In such an intensely criminalised context, organising and speaking out come with huge risks. The experience of Monica Jones is a case in point. Monica, a social-work student, sex workers’ rights advocate, and Black trans woman, was arrested in Arizona in 2013. The day before her arrest, she had spoken against the punitive approach of local police at a sex worker rally, and on the day of her arrest, she had publicly tipped off sex workers about an upcoming police sting. She was convicted of ‘manifesting prostitution’ – a broad and ambiguous law that encompasses a range of everyday activities, including simply walking in the street. Campaigners often refer to it as the criminalisation of ‘walking while trans’, and sex worker led research elsewhere in the US has found that such laws are used overwhelmingly against Black women.92 Monica’s activism, race, and gender operated in concert to make her hyper-visible to the police. She was targeted for arrest in part because, as she told a journalist, ‘I was very outspoken about the [arrests of sex workers], being out there protesting … The police knew about me.’93

Sex worker activism is frequently on the radar of the police. In New Jersey in 2016, a sex worker was arrested as she left an activist meeting. Law enforcement officers were using sex workers’ self-organisation as an opportunity to surveil and criminalise them. A colleague of the worker wrote about this incident in the local press, and on the day the article appeared, its author was herself arrested.

When almost two dozen sex workers were brutally murdered in Uganda, forty-four sex worker activists gathered for a crisis meeting in a hotel.94 The main agenda of the meeting was to share safety advice while the killer was at large and to raise funds for the funeral of one of the murdered women. All forty-four women were arrested and charged with public-nuisance offences, held for two weeks in jail, and given large fines.95 Incidents like this go largely ignored. While bravely planning more public actions relating to the murders in the following months, an activist from Ugandan sex worker group Women’s Organization Network for Human Rights Advocacy (WONETHA) remarked, ‘no other women’s organisation is paying attention’.96

Despite this context of state surveillance mixed with feminist obliviousness, the sex worker movement in heavily criminalised countries buzzes with energetic grassroots organising. An uplifting 2012 video shows dozens of sex workers disrupting a special session of the US Congress on the global AIDS epidemic to draw attention to the failings of the President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR). PEPFAR is the largest source of government funding for HIV/AIDS in the world, but requires recipient organisations to be explicitly anti–sex work (the ‘anti-prostitution pledge’).97 Opening red umbrellas, they stormed the stage, loudly chanting ‘Repeal the pledge! Reform PEPFAR!’ One activist named Sharmus Outlaw addressed the delegates from the stage; ‘Before I’m transgender, before I’m a sex worker, before I am anything, I’m human.’ 98

Sharmus Outlaw, tragically, died in 2017 as a result of a litany of failures in the US healthcare system relating not only to her poverty, but also to her status as a Black trans woman. A biopsy that she desperately needed was delayed for months because her healthcare providers claimed to be ‘confused’ about her gender marker on her documents. Although she was taken far too soon, Outlaw achieved a huge amount in her campaigning work for LGBTQ people, people living with HIV, and sex workers. Penelope Saunders, a close friend of Outlaw, says, ‘she would say to me every time we met, “The girls need jobs. They need jobs!” Never has Sharmus backed away from defending someone who society has shunned or stigmatized.’ Outlaw inspired and supported numerous other activists and never lost an opportunity to advocate for human rights and harm reduction, whether she was addressing politicians, or travelling home to see her family in North Carolina – trips on which she would take condoms and information on HIV and LGBTQ rights, in case she met people during the journey who needed help or advice. She did all of this tirelessly, while battling her own numerous arrests, living in poverty, and never even having secure housing of her own.99

African sex worker activism also keeps going in the face of adversity. Chi Adanna Mgbako writes that ‘African sex workers, refusing to swallow the bitterness of their suffering, have sparked a sex workers’ rights movement that is spreading like a brushfire across the continent.’100 There are eighty organisations representing sex workers of all genders across twenty-seven African nations, with more than thirty sex worker collectives in Kenya alone.101 Health Options for Young Men on HIV, AIDS and STIs (HOYMAS), for example, is a male sex worker led organisation in Kenya. It fights for access to HIV/AIDS services and hosts regular discussion groups among gay and bisexual men and men in the sex trade. One of its leaders is a plaintiff in a suit to overturn Kenya’s anti-homosexuality law.102 In Cape Town, South Africa, sex worker collective SistaazHood creates safe community spaces for street-working trans women and tackles transphobic police violence. Their efforts have ensured that when trans women are arrested, they are searched by women officers and not put in cells with cis men.103

Sex worker organising is often characterised by tenacity, creativity – and a touch of irreverence. In Kenya, three hundred sex worker activists, carrying brooms and mops, marked World AIDS Day in 2012 by cleaning a hospital. The action was designed to illustrate that sex workers are not a ‘problem’ but part of a solution, and that they want to help healthcare staff do their jobs better. John Mathenge Mukaburu, a Kenyan activist who helped to organise the event, explains, ‘We wanted to sensitize the community and the health workers who often stigmatize us; we wanted to show them we need them, but they need us as well.’104 In Russia, sex worker group Silver Rose joined the May Day march without authorisation to protest against ‘rotten morals, social prejudices, capitalism and inequality’.105 Sex worker Irina Maslova explained the decision to start the group: ‘No organisation could [give us] legal advice at that time. Eight of us teamed up and decided to ruin this state system.’106

For sex workers, effective organising has to mean solidarity that branches out further than a single issue. The most criminalised and marginalised sex workers have more problems than the criminalisation of sex work. In Kenya, sex workers are part of Bunge la Mwananchi (The People’s Parliament), an anti-poverty social movement for low-paid workers, street vendors, homeless people, bus drivers, squatters and other street-based communities that face harassment from law enforcement.107 In the US state of Massachusetts, sex worker Caty Simon, whose organising work has included resisting the criminalisation of panhandling and fighting for legal needle exchanges, spoke at a local meeting to protest the implementation of surveillance cameras in the downtown area:


As a harm-reduction activist, I must address the effect it would have on Northampton’s illicit substance-using poor, who often are used as scapegoats to justify targeting all our poor people … preventing their reintegration into the community when the solutions are clear – expansion of voluntary treatment and harm-reduction resources.108



Many activists focus on ensuring that sex workers’ basic needs are met. Bonnie has been providing tireless outreach to street-based sex workers in Maryland, Northern Virginia and Washington, DC since 2001. Bonnie and other DC-based organisers, particularly Sharmus Outlaw, were key in overturning DC’s ‘prostitution-free zone’ ordinance. She described her role to community site Tits and Sass:


Up until very recently I provided housing. I had to stop, and now I provide referrals and transportation to shelters or transitional living or an affordable place to live, whatever is asked of me. My current venues are methadone clinics, BDSM clubs, immigrant sex work apartments, drug testing clinics … I never leave someone who wants to be inside outside. What if it was the last time I saw that person? What if they were arrested for being homeless? It took eight years for us to rid D.C. of the prostitution free zone, which was profiling for standing, walking, or walking up to a car. How many people were killed and caged in that time?109



New York’s Lysistrata Mutual Care Collective and Fund sprung up in the aftermath of the closure of BackPage’s sex work ads section. Without it, many sex workers – particularly those closest to the poverty line – were stranded without a way to find indoor work. Through Lysistrata, sex workers share funds to see each other through times of scarcity.110 As disabled former sex worker Sarit Frishman comments, ‘There is no safety net for most of us. There’s no such thing as a union or pension fund.’111

Peer-led sex worker activism is even more impressive given its shoe-string budgets. Funding is hard to come by. But persecution can provoke inspiration; activist communities in fully criminalised countries are often notable for their passion and solidarity. Sex worker Daisy describes the enthusiasm among Ugandan activists: ‘Someone will be arrested today, stay in a police cell for a week, but the day they come out, before they even get home, they’re talking [on behalf of sex workers’ rights]. I think that’s something to be proud of’. Maslova of Silver Rose says, ‘I won’t give up until sex work is decriminalised in Russia, even though I will be burned at the stake as a witch.’112 This spirit of bold defiance is typical of the global sex workers’ rights movement; there is a sense that change is coming.

Grassroots organizer Deon Haywood works with Women With a Vision (WWAV). From 2008 to 2013, they spearheaded the NO Justice campaign to get the CANS and sex offender registry penalties changed in Louisiana. After the passage of a new bill that meant no sex workers would be newly added to the register, they went on to lead a class action lawsuit that resulted in the names of 800 people being expunged from the list. One WWAV client, who had been on the registry since 1980, said at the time, ‘I can taste my FREEDOM!’113 It was a feeling of triumph shared by Haywood. ‘I challenge those people who say that change can’t happen in the South’, she says. ‘Because it did. And don’t say the little man can’t win, because we did.’114

We are all marinating in a culture which hates people who sell sex – as the persistence and prevalence of full criminalisation makes painfully clear. In the US, the mainstream feminist movement often pushes for more criminalisation without removing existing criminal laws.115 It should be clear, however, that criminalisation does not prevent commercial sex – it does not deal with the root causes of why people sell sex, which is to get the resources they need.
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The People’s Home: Sweden,
Norway, Ireland, and Canada

The Swedish Model: A legal regime that criminalises the purchase of sex and punishes third parties (such as managers, drivers, and landlords) while ostensibly decriminalising those who sell sex. Also called the Nordic model, sex buyer law, sex purchase ban, asymmetrical criminalisation, ‘End Demand’, sexköpslagen. Also seen in: Northern Ireland, France, Iceland.

When the Swedish parliament passed the sexköpslagen – or sex purchase ban – in 1999, feminist activists were ecstatic. Finally, they thought, they had achieved a feminist prostitution law – a law which aims to reduce prostitution but lifts the threat of criminalisation from the seller, instead placing it where the power really lies in the transaction: the punter and the pimp. Sweden would be a model for the world. They argued that criminalising the demand of the client and the profiteering of the manager would go some way towards shrinking the sex industry and redressing the huge power imbalances that make sex workers so vulnerable. Feminist professor Catherine MacKinnon describes this idea when she writes, ‘Against his demand to buy her for sex, this [Swedish] law says she is not for sale, or rent. Eliminating her criminality raises her status; criminalizing him lowers his privilege.’1

Meanwhile, the theory states, the woman is given support to leave the harmful situation she has found herself in, and targeting demand will have a disciplinary effect on a culture of patriarchal male entitlement: men will be rehabilitated. This should mean that over time, fewer women will be exploited in prostitution, making countries with such a law less attractive destinations for traffickers.

Prostitution is a richly symbolic terrain. It is where our society’s anxieties about power, womanhood, and the nation coalesce. For feminist women, the figure of the prostitute often comes to represent the trauma that is inflicted on all women within patriarchy – the ultimate symbol of women’s pain, of the violence that women suffer.2 The client thus becomes the symbol of all violent men: he is the avatar of unadulterated violence against women, the archetypal perpetrator.

We deeply sympathise with this perspective. Our lives too have been shaped by gendered violence, and we understand the political impulse to punish the man who has come to symbolise this trauma. Indeed, we are only too familiar with the specific risk of violence at the hands of clients. And, of course, proponents of the Nordic model are right in identifying prostitution as a deeply unequal transaction – one scarred by patriarchy as well as by white supremacy, poverty, and colonialism. It seems intuitively right to criminalise the men who are, in many ways, the living embodiments of these huge power differentials.

Add Scandinavia to this mix and you get an even more potent feminist cocktail. For decades, the countries of Scandinavia have been seen as the feminist nations. The Swedish government describes itself as ‘the first feminist government in the world’, going viral on social media with photos illustrating an all-women line-up at the signing of a bill.3 In some ways, this self-presentation is reasonable: Sweden, Norway, Iceland, and Denmark regularly top global charts measuring women’s rights; abroad, left-wing politicians like Bernie Sanders and Jeremy Corbyn point to them to support their policy proposals and are in turn praised by commentators who see them as carrying the flame for the idea of a more generous, holistic social democracy.4 Feminists around the world often think of Scandinavia, and Sweden in particular, as a kind of utopia, a place where patriarchy has been largely defeated.5

Of course, there are no utopias. People of colour, migrants, transgender people, and people who use drugs are among those whom the generous, feminist Swedish state has a tendency to surveil and police, perceived as they are to fall outside ‘Swedishness’.6 But for those who do not follow those issues closely, and who observe that Sweden is evidently ‘getting it right’ on childcare or the pay gap, it seems reasonable to connect Scandinavian prostitution law to wider perceptions of the success of feminism there – and to think it is probably getting it right on sex work, too.

In other words, many advocates of the ‘Nordic model’ are driven by straightforwardly progressive concerns: deeply held fears about gendered violence; anger at racism in the sex trade and in society at large; the correct sense that Nordic-style societies are generally better, kinder, more feminist places than somewhere like the United States. We know that many hold these views in good faith. But prostitution law is always ideologically capacious, and this law in particular has sufficient political room for both progressive and regressive strands, which are sometimes in collaboration and sometimes in conflict.

Moreover, there are key differences between the ideal ‘Nordic Model’ laid out by its advocates in policy discussions, and the different versions of the sex-purchase ban in the various places it has been implemented around the world. The easiest way to set aside these ideological and legislative confusions, of course, is to look at the law through a sex worker’s eyes.

How Does It Work?

1: The ‘Demand’

In the blueprints of the ideal Nordic model, there are four key priorities: the buyer, the seller, ‘exit’ services and third parties (i.e., traffickers or ‘pimps’). Arguably the strongest priority of the Nordic model – as it’s envisioned on paper – is to go after the man who pays for sex. In other words, to ‘end demand.’ It’s this intention – the focus on clients – that distinguishes this legal model from other forms of criminalisation, even those which also criminalise the purchase of sex, as in Kenya or South Africa. Elsewhere, the criminalisation of the client takes an ideological backseat to the persecution of the sex worker. Even in the United States, where the police make relatively concerted efforts to arrest clients (for instance, carrying out ‘john stings’ with female undercover officers), only ten per cent of overall prostitution arrests are of clients.7 In the Nordic vision of prostitution law, arresting clients is the whole point – the main course, not the side dish. (In practice, the targets of the Nordic Model are less clear-cut, as this chapter will show.)

As we said at the outset, we are concerned about people who sell sex, about how laws and policies around sex work affect them and how to reduce harm to them. So, let’s examine what happens to people who sell sex when their clients are criminalised. Think of a woman working on the street: she might have expected to see three or four clients in a couple of hours and head home with the money she needed before one in the morning. But with her clients now criminalised, the stroll is quieter – maybe, instead of seeing her normal two or three before midnight, she’s not yet seen anyone. Now suppose someone then approaches her at one in the morning, someone who seems coked-up and aggressive, or who is driving a car with a number plate she was warned by other workers to avoid. She still needs to earn enough money to put food on the table. Her lack of clients so far gives her less power to refuse a man she might otherwise turn down.

He might be scared of being seen, which will oblige her to help him stay hidden, perhaps by driving into a darkened park after a quick exchange on the street. Maybe he offers her half her usual rate and refuses to use a condom. If she had already made most of the money she needed tonight, she could insist on business on her own terms, or turn him down completely. But the streets are dead, and it seems like she can either say yes to him or go home with nothing, after hours in the cold. Maybe, trying to make up the shortfall, she stays out working much later than usual and has to walk home through snowy, deserted streets at five o’clock.

This isn’t the only effect on her. Think about who is still paying for sex. A man who may otherwise have wanted to pay for sex and then go home to his partner and his job might well decide that he now has too much to lose. To be arrested for paying for sex might disgrace him at work and break up his marriage – it seems more sensible to stay home. But there are plenty of men who have less to lose than that. Perhaps he never intended to pay for sex, but was always planning to attack or rob a sex worker – which means breaking pre-existing laws, so why worry about the possibility of a conviction for purchasing sex? Perhaps an arrest for paying for sex won’t disgrace him at work – he already has multiple convictions for violence against his ex-wife, and his boss doesn’t care. The clients who are deterred are disproportionately the ‘nicer’ clients, or at least those with something to lose. The clients who remain are disproportionately likely to be impulsive, drunk or violent: those with less to lose. (Pro–Nordic Model politician Rhoda Grant even described this dynamic while advocating for its introduction in Scotland, saying, ‘While those who currently break the law [i.e., violent abusers] will not see the criminalisation of the purchase of sex as a deterrent, many others will.’)8 Thinking of sex work as always, intrinsically violent, of course, hides the difference between a respectful client and an abusive one.

Everywhere in the world, regardless of the legal model, street-based sex workers use a familiar range of safety strategies.9 For example, they might work together with a couple of friends, they might take time to assess a client before getting into his car, and they might have a friend write down his car’s number plate to signal to him that someone will know who she’s with. How does the criminalisation of clients shape or change these safety strategies? Working with a group of friends on the street makes you more visible to the police, which isn’t something you can risk if you’re hoping to make money. If you’re too obviously visible as sex workers, even if you’re not worried that you yourself will be arrested, clients won’t want to risk approaching you for fear that they will be arrested. Again, to get the client’s money, you often have to cater to his need for safety from arrest – by working alone rather than in a group.

As for having a conversation before getting into his car, that is the time when he is most visible to the police as a client, and therefore he will be keen to speed that process up. Instead of having a conversation about services, prices, and condom use while still on the street, he’ll ask you to hop into his car and have that conversation while you’re already speeding away. Because you need to keep his custom in order to get the money you need, you say yes. But that means you have no chance to reach a verbal agreement about prices and condoms before getting in the car, let alone assess his demeanour or even establish whether he has a friend hiding in the back seat.

These effects compound each other. The sex worker is poorer, so she feels more pressure to accept a client she might otherwise reject; she works later and alone; the nicer clients have stayed away while the more impulsive or unpredictable clients remain; and she has less time to assess him.

In Norway, Silvia, a migrant woman who works on the street, told a reporter: ‘Before we did not go far with the customer: we would go to a car park nearby. But now the customer wants to go somewhere isolated because they are afraid … I don’t like it. There is more risk that something bad happens.’10 In Sweden, Annabel, a street-based worker, says, ‘You were still able to get clients after the law. But you had to stand that much longer.’11 When Vancouver tried criminalising clients, researchers asked sex workers what the effects were. Violet, a street-based worker there, said,


While they’re going around chasing johns away from pulling up beside you, I have to stay out for longer … Whereas if we weren’t harassed we would be able to be more choosy as to where we get in, who we get in with, you know what I mean? Because of being so cold and being harassed I got into a car where I normally wouldn’t have.12



The Swedish and Norwegian governments’ own reports corroborate these sex workers’ words. The Swedish National Board of Health and Welfare, for instance, found that ‘fear among clients … makes it harder to use safe meeting places … meeting places have become more out of the way, such as wooded areas, isolated stairwells and office premises, where clients do not risk discovery.’13 A 2004 report by the Norwegian Ministry of Justice and Public Security found that


the Swedish street prostitutes experience a tougher time. They are more frequently exposed to dangerous clients, while the [legitimate] clients are afraid of being arrested … They have less time to assess the client as the deal takes place very hurriedly due to fear on the part of the client.14



Those hit hardest by these worsening conditions are, as always, the most precarious. This is particularly true of homeless street-based sex workers. The Ministry of Justice report found that ‘more abuse takes place than previously, as the women cannot afford to say “no” to the clients they have their doubts about’, and summarizes the effect of the law thus: ‘For those forced to work on the street, life has become much harder … The law on the purchase of sex has made working as a prostitute harder and more dangerous.’15

A social worker in Malmö captures how these dynamics play out particularly strongly for sex workers with substance dependencies, noting that there are


fewer clients on the streets, and the women still need the money to get the heroin, so the customers are able to offer less money for more … no condom, for an example … And if they really do need the money, and they have been standing there the whole night, and they need their fix … then maybe you say ‘Yes.’16



For an indoor worker, the most obvious and easiest way for the police to find her clients is by watching her. After all, these men are only detectable as clients when they visit the flat of someone the police think is a sex worker – clients do not go about their ordinary lives with the word ‘punter’ emblazoned on their foreheads.

Like her colleague on the street, an indoor sex worker needs to sell sex much more than her client ‘needs’ to buy it. He is indulging in a spot of recreation; she is paying her rent. This means that she is pushed to change her way of working in order to keep his custom. She might normally prefer to see clients in her own flat, where she is on her own turf; she can even have a friend quietly looking out for her in the next room. But for the client, going to a sex worker’s flat is when he is most at risk of arrest. So he asks her to visit him instead, in his flat or in a hotel room he has rented. Here she is walking into an unfamiliar space.

A Norwegian government report states that, as a result of the law, ‘the risk of violence has increased for those who no longer work on the streets … when [making] a home visit the prostitute does not know what she is coming to’.17 Instead of her friend quietly scrolling on a phone in the next room of her flat and keeping an ear out in case she needs backup, she is faced with a space where the client may, for all she knows, have the rest of his drunk stag party hiding in the bathroom, waiting for the door to click shut behind her.

How do indoor sex workers try to stay safe?18 Many attempt to screen clients by asking them for their real names, or refusing to take calls from hidden numbers. This means that if the client turns aggressive during the booking, the worker can at least threaten to take his name or phone number to the police. But if a client is criminalised, he may be fearful of the police searching a worker’s phone or apartment and identifying him. As a result, he refuses to give basic screening information like his real name, and switches to calling from a hidden number. A man who wants to carry out an assault or robbery will know he can arrange a meeting with a sex worker and be virtually untraceable; the criminalisation of clients gives him leverage to refuse to make himself identifiable.19 In Ireland, sex worker safety organisation Ugly Mugs says it received 1,635 reports from sex workers with concerns about violent and abusive clients in the five months following the sex purchase ban in 2017, a sixty-one per cent increase on the same period in 2016.20 ‘People are … not willing to divulge their details,’ said (the late and much missed) sex worker and activist Laura Lee of the introduction of the law in Northern Ireland. ‘Everyone suddenly became “John.”’21

As before, all these effects work in combination. Some clients will stay away, making a sex worker less able to refuse those who remain, even if they seem creepy, aggressive, or try to bargain her down on money or boundaries. This should be easy to understand: anyone whose work depends on getting clients – not just sex workers – will know that when you have fewer clients than you expected, you’re in a weaker position to turn down clients who are less than ideal. Maybe they’re personally abrasive, or asking for work outside your skillset, or not remunerating you fairly. There’s a stronger push towards nonetheless accepting them if you’re broke.

To try to make up the income she’s losing, a sex worker might offer new services – perhaps sex without a condom. A Norwegian government evaluation of the law found that ‘prices are lower now than before the introduction of the ban. More travelling, more advertising and somewhat lower prices show that the competition is tougher and the demand is lower nowadays. Men and women in prostitution need to work harder now in order to secure [previous] income levels.’22 Pause for a minute and empathise with what ‘competition is tougher … men and women in prostitution need to work harder now’ means for people who sell sex.

Those who advocate for the Nordic model are correct that the client benefits from a huge power imbalance; what they miss is that client criminalisation worsens this power imbalance. This can seem surprising; as human rights lawyer Wendy Lyon writes, ‘The criminalisation of only one party to a transaction might intuitively be expected to benefit the other party.’23 However, this overlooks that crucial fact – which cannot be repeated enough! – that the sex worker needs to sell sex much more than the client ‘needs’ to buy it. This ‘asymmetry of need’ is essential to understanding the actual impact of the Nordic Model. And it’s an effect that intensifies the more precarious the worker is. Think about how desperately a worker might cater to a client if her rent is late or if she’s about to go into opioid withdrawal. She’ll take on the burden of his need for safety from arrest, which will entail compromising any safety strategies she might otherwise seek to deploy. After all, he is safer from arrest when he is more anonymous, and when their rendezvous is more clandestine. Wendy Lyon writes that because of this ‘need imbalance’, ‘the seller can ill-afford to seek to extract advantages from the buyer’s criminalised status. It is entirely understandable, even predictable, that a sex worker in already desperate straits would negotiate with a client on his terms if the only practical alternative is losing the client entirely.’24 She needs his custom more than he needs to buy sex, right? The Norwegian government itself acknowledges that the situation for sex workers is now a ‘buyer’s market’.25

All of this is inherent to the approach of ‘ending demand’, which takes much of its basis from simple economics. The idea is that a reduction in demand will lead to a ‘correction in the market’ whereby, because fewer people want to pay for sex, fewer people will sell it. What this smooth story misses is that the first thing which happens when you reduce demand on any product or service is that the price at which it can be sold goes down, and sellers desperately compete to retain a share of a shrinking market. In other words, the law is working how it is intended to work when it makes people who sell sex poorer and more precarious. Ann Martin, head of Sweden’s anti-trafficking unit, admitted this: ‘I think of course the law has negative consequences for women in prostitution but that’s also some of the effect that we want to achieve with the law. It shouldn’t be as easy as it was before to go out and sell sex.’26 There is no ‘end demand’ that does not make people who sell sex poorer – and making people poorer reduces their power in interactions with clients. Advocates of the Nordic model are correct that most people go into sex work with few (or no) other options. That lack of options is one of the things that makes reducing demand so harmful. When people have few or no other options, they cannot easily ‘exit’ the sex industry because conditions become harsher.

Critics of the sex industry are sometimes able to recognise this problem in other contexts. Prominent UK anti-prostitution feminist Kat Banyard notes that one way strip-club managers decrease dancers’ power with clients is by ensuring that the club is always filled with dancers – ‘so there’s always heavy competition for custom’.27 But Banyard strikingly fails to recognise that the same dynamic plays out if you reduce the number of clients willing to pay for sex. As always, this harms the more precarious workers worse. If someone is earning £25,000 a year and their income drops, they might struggle to save or have to move to a cheaper flat, but they’ll probably have enough of a buffer to get by. But if someone is earning, say, £7,000 a year, a reduction in their income might push them into crisis. Maybe that means homelessness, or avoiding homelessness by moving back in with a violent ex. Even if they go to a support service – which we’ll come to in more detail in a moment – and ask for help with leaving prostitution, that process can take months. During those months, they will be struggling even harder to survive in a sex industry that is now a ‘buyer’s market’.

Getting close to the poverty line often forces people who sell sex to consider getting the help of a pimp, partner, agent, or manager. If you have little to no income, splitting half the money from future work is an improvement on no money at all. This is something we’ve seen in our own communities: in times of low business, such as the summer holidays or after Christmas, sex workers who are scared of going hungry offer to split the profits from any bookings a fellow worker can send their way. This simple dynamic of someone’s relative poverty versus the skills or connections of their acquaintance shows how a third party can benefit when business is thin on the ground.

None of this is to say that we think men who pay for sex or who profiteer from another’s prostitution are good, or that they have a ‘right’ to buy sex that should be ‘protected’ (an accusation often levelled at sex workers by proponents of the Nordic model).28 It is simply to say that, if you want to reduce prostitution, you need to find a way to do that which doesn’t involve making already profoundly marginalised people more precarious. Advocates of ‘ending demand’ tend to want it both ways: they cite women’s poverty as a key driver of the sex industry, but treat poverty as trivial when it comes to thinking about the impact of their own policy ‘solutions’. One anti-prostitution organisation, the Women’s Support Project, write in support of the Nordic model: ‘If men were not prepared to buy sex, then prostitution would not work as a survival behaviour.’29 When you enact a policy that makes a survival behavior ‘not work’ any more, some of the people using it to attempt to survive may no longer survive. The UK organisation Nordic Model Now uses a quote from a fictional sex worker – made up by a police officer whose job is enforcing the sex buyer law – saying, ‘the Nordic model is bad for business, but good for my safety’.30 This is a notion that only rings true if you don’t realise that, as we’ve seen above, ‘business’ and ‘safety’ cannot be separated for marginalised people: being poorer makes sex workers less safe.

This is something the feminist movement already understands. It is clear, for example, that the effects of austerity in the UK – which has disproportionately fallen on women – has made it less safe for women to leave abusive relationships. A worker in Women’s Aid told a reporter,


At the moment, the big issues for women using our services are around austerity, welfare reform and the housing crisis … women faced with the choice of going into bed and breakfast [casual nightly accommodation] with children may feel that although their current circumstances are awful, they can at least cook for their child at home.31



When women have less access to resources, they are more vulnerable to violent men. This isn’t an endorsement of the sex industry. We could be talking about any kind of work disproportionately done by marginalised people; it is universally true that simply taking it away will not help the person who is using it to try to survive. People turn to the sex industry as a way of securing the resources they need, and any policy which makes it harder for them to do that will make them less safe – both within the sex industry and in their relationships elsewhere.

2: The Exit Services

So, what happens next? Doesn’t the Nordic model include some kind of help?

These initiatives, called ‘exiting schemes’, are the second strand of the ideal Nordic model envisioned by carceral feminists. Even academic Melissa Farley, a vociferous proponent of criminalising clients, concedes that doing so does more harm than good if these schemes are absent: ‘Arresting johns without providing alternatives to prostitution – such as housing, job training, and treatment for the harms of prostitution such as physical and mental health care – can make life more difficult for women in prostitution.’32 It seems the idea is that when people selling sex see their income decrease, prostitution will no longer be a viable economic strategy and they will be pushed into a programme that finds them alternatives. These exit services are supposed to be integral to the sex purchase ban. Nordic Model Now writes that ‘well-funded support and exit services are vital … and the Nordic Model is the only legislation that prioritises this approach in assisting women to rebuild their lives’.33

Such a scheme could take many forms – most obviously direct economic support, such as help with accessing benefits or other employment. It could also mean help regularising someone’s immigration status so they can get a job in the mainstream economy. It could mean prescription drugs, counselling or other healthcare. It could mean access to childcare, education, housing – anything that addresses or alleviates the factors surrounding the person’s entry into sex work in the first place.

The very name ‘exit scheme’ is problematic; it reveals a shaming focus not on where a person is trying to get to, but where they are coming from. In other contexts, such schemes might be called ‘pathways to new employment’ schemes or ‘career development’ schemes. For prostitutes the focus is firmly on what must be left behind.

Effective and non-judgmental support schemes are a good thing – all kinds of people need assistance with benefits, bureaucracy, childcare or new skill acquisition. Unfortunately, projects that aim to shift sex workers out of prostitution often are ineffective and judgmental.34 Worse, some of them even criminalise sex workers, as in Kent’s ‘Safe Exit’ programme, discussed in chapter four. As such, the term exiting scheme carries some baggage for sex workers. But sex worker advocacy is not simply about making sex work safer: it is also about removing the barriers to leaving it behind. Any action that, without judgment, seeks to give sex workers more or better options is therefore both an ‘exiting scheme’ and a sex workers’ rights goal, and sex worker activists are already working on such projects all over the world.*

At the state level, however, initiatives like these need cash, and lots of it: enough to begin to replace prostitution as the key form of economic support in the lives of people like Silvia, Annabel, and Violet – if that’s what they want. People who sell sex often have a range of complex needs, and holistic support cannot be done on the cheap. This should be something that sex workers and anti-prostitution progressives can agree on – indeed, such advocates often rightly emphasise the fact that leaving prostitution, even for people who want to do so, is a complex process that takes time and support.35

In a sense, if you want Silvia, Annabel, and Violet not to be prostitutes, there is an easy solution. If Silvia is earning £200 a week from a couple of nights of street-based sex work, just give her the £200 a week she needs. (This, it should be emphasised, is not exactly the same as finding Silvia a different job which pays her £200 a week. Earning £200 relatively quickly, in two nights of sex work, is a different proposition to earning £200 doing shift-work on the minimum wage – even more so if you’re paying for childcare or if you have a disability. Silvia may have her own reasons to be unable or unwilling to take a minimum wage job, or indeed any other job offered to her by someone who lacks an understanding of her specific needs. ‘Help’ that demands that the recipient just get a job rapidly becomes punitive, as anyone navigating Britain’s fraying social safety net can attest.) People sell sex to get resources. If you ensure they have the resources they need, they will choose to do something else with their time.

The Nordic model’s good reputation for exit services does not hold up under scrutiny. In 2005, a report by the Swedish government found that ‘criminalisation cannot be anything but a compliment in the process of reducing prostitution and cannot in any way replace social initiatives. Despite this intention, no extra funds have gone to social services … while the police received additional funds for this purpose on repeated occasions’ (emphasis added).36 A left-wing politician raised concerns in the Swedish parliament that ‘in Stockholm there are Prostitution Centres, which work with the treatment of people who have or have been in prostitution … [the centres’] resources are small’.37

It is hard to believe claims that the Nordic states see sex workers as victims who deserve care when a rapist can get a lower sentence ‘because his victims were prostitutes’.38 And no one seems to have given the Swedish police the memo that prostitutes are supposed to be supported. Swedish Detective Superintendent Jonas Trolle memorably told a reporter, ‘It should be difficult to be a prostitute in our society – so even though we don’t put prostitutes in jail [sic], we make life difficult for them.’39

One policy worker from the Swedish women’s NGO sector told a researcher, ‘If [the prostitution law] was supposed to help those women, then you would also have a huge programme, a social programme for them, which was never introduced.’40 A senior government advisor on prostitution painted a similar picture, noting,


Discourse at the political level is always more important than doing something for people within this category on the ground … The government should have known that they’ve done nothing, absolutely nothing to improve social services for people who sell sex, and they haven’t given a penny to the municipalities. Of course it was expensive … it’s less expensive, of course, to export and promote the law through conferences and [screening documentaries].41



Sex worker communities see through these shortcuts. Canadian activist collective Stop The Arrests (STA) says that sex workers ‘are forced via the courts to participate in programming to help them move away from “poor life choices” … it tends to place the focus on individual rather than societal change. Money talks and bullshit walks!’42

The services that do exist are imbued with hostility to sex workers, in which distributing condoms or other harm-reduction materials is seen as encouraging sex work. ‘Maybe some young girls … they find this [safety resource] on the internet, and say “Ah, maybe it could be really safe, because I have this handbook”’, comments the Swedish National Coordinator Against Trafficking and Prostitution, adding snidely, ‘If they make so much money, maybe they could buy their own condoms.’43 One social worker in the Stockholm Prostitution Unit comments: ‘I think it might take longer to do something about your problems [i.e., prostitution] if you get helped during the time.’44

Lisa, a sex worker in Sweden, reported that the Stockholm Prostitution Unit wouldn’t help her until she had quit prostitution:


The [social worker] told me she was going to help me, to write [a note authorising sickness benefits] … so she said, ‘If you are stopping prostitution for three months, and you don’t do anything for three months, then I will write that.’ … So I was angry, because if I am not working in sex work, how am I going to get money? I need first money, then I can stop.45



In Ireland, reports that asylum-seeking women were selling sex sparked alarm from the justice minister Frances Fitzgerald and became fodder for her campaign to introduce Nordic model–style legislation. Fitzgerald commented, ‘I did find and I do find those reports shocking. I certainly don’t want to see any woman in Ireland feeling that the only option for her is prostitution in order to look after her family.’46 People who are seeking asylum in Ireland – a process which can often last for many years – receive an ‘allowance’ from the state. At the time the reports regarding prostitution emerged, this allowance was just nineteen euros a week. When the draft bill to criminalise clients in Ireland was published, Wendy Lyon wrote,


There is no reversal of the cuts to social welfare and child benefit which have undoubtedly pushed more women into prostitution; no increase in the €19 per week given to women in the asylum system; no additional funds for education, training or drug-treatment programmes that might open up other options.47



At the time of writing, the allowance that people seeking asylum receive from the Irish state has increased – to just €21.60 a week.48 When people are pushed into prostitution by poverty, the response of the Nordic model is not to alleviate their poverty, but to try to take away their survival strategies.

Even if these services were both well funded and non-judgmental, pushing sex workers into them by making the sex industry a harsher place is still cruel. Even if they want to, it is the most marginal sex workers who will generally take the longest time to get in touch with services and to change jobs. If you have a drug dependency or poor mental health and you struggle to keep appointments, then you’ll struggle to access services. If you’re an undocumented person who worries that making yourself visible to services means you’ll be deported, or a mother who fears that outing yourself as a prostitute to social workers means you’ll risk losing child custody, then – even if these worries turn out to be unfounded – you might hold on as long as you can before taking the risk of approaching services. The complexity of such situations means it may take several months – or longer – to exit. And, in the meantime, you’ll still be working in a sex industry that has been made deliberately harsher. But all this is hypothetical, because even the exit services in Sweden – the epicentre of the Nordic model – aren’t meeting the needs of those who want to leave sex work.

3: The Seller

The third key principle of the Nordic model is supposed to be decriminalising prostitutes. This feature is thrust forward time and again by its supporters. Banyard describes the way the Nordic model ‘criminalises sex buying and third-party profiteering, but it completely decriminalises selling sex.’49 British Member of Parliament Thangam Debbonaire says ‘Nordic Model supporters have always been clear. Full decriminalisation of supply, criminalisation of demand.’50

Again, the intentions, on the whole, are perhaps good. However, in practice, in every country that has Nordic-style laws, much criminalisation of sex workers has been retained. There are municipal laws against soliciting, the criminalisation of sex workers who share a flat, targeted evictions of sex workers, and the aggressive use of prostitution law and immigration law in concert to deport sex workers.

In France, supporters trumpeted the success of the Nordic model a year in, with the claim that nearly a thousand ‘johns’ had been arrested and ‘zero prostituted persons’.51 However, Wendy Lyon found a somewhat different story. Only the national law against soliciting has been repealed. There are still various municipal ‘anti-prostitution decrees’ that lead to continued arrests of street-based sex workers.52 Not quite ‘zero arrests’ for ‘prostituted persons’, then.

When Ireland implemented the Nordic model, ministers rejected a provision that would have allowed sex workers to keep the money they had on them when their client was arrested. Instead, when a client is arrested, the police take all of her cash as ‘proceeds of crime’.53 This is, it should be obvious, a de facto fine for sex workers. In Norway, street-based sex workers were still being fined several years after they had allegedly been ‘decriminalised’. Police routinely evict sex workers if they find out where they live, and under Norwegian law, refusing to give your address to a police officer when they ask is punishable with a fine. If the worker discloses her address, she will be evicted (generally on the same day); if she does not, she will be fined.54

Black women are disproportionately targeted by such enforcement. Tina, a Nigerian street sex worker in Norway, comments, ‘When you are Black, they take the Black women and leave the white man.’55 Esther, a Black sex worker working in Norway, says she had seen a significant shift:


From 2008 to 2009, police would ask how you were doing. Since 2011, they have clamped down. Now they come and it’s like [she hits the table] bam, bam, bam! They are much worse to Nigerians than Romanians and Bulgarians. Last year [2014] was the worst. Since September last year, it has been war – they don’t want to see a Black face.56



Nigerian street worker Eunice told Amnesty, ‘Customers know that police will react if white girls are hurt. They know they won’t do anything to help Black women.’57

‘There is absolutely no shadow of a doubt that what is going on in Norway is having the most detrimental impact on the most marginalized sex workers,’ says Catherine Murphy from Amnesty International. ‘The people pursued by the police the most, the most at risk for violence, the ones subject to being made homeless or deported. The impact is being felt most strongly for those women.’58

The over-policing of marginalised groups is not a problem created solely by the Nordic Model of course. Police forces all around the world already target certain populations for bullying, blackmail, theft and assault. But their power to do so is cultivated through the laws they enforce and the legitimacy those laws lend to their office. Anti-prostitution laws bolster the authority of police to enter into the lives of prostitutes, on the grounds of disrupting their survival.

Sydney, an Indigenous sex worker from Canada, demonstrates the opportunistic mindset of cops who exploit any chance they get to harass sex workers on the street. She recounts, ‘I had a cigarette in my hand and it was burning out and they were like, ‘‘What are you going to do, throw that on the ground? If you do, we are going to make you pick up all the cigarette butts around here.”’59 Jenn Clamen, from Montreal-based sex workers’ rights group Stella points out ‘when we introduce police and law enforcement as “saviours” – which is what the Nordic regime attempts to do for sex workers – we give police another tool in their arsenal to attack these communities.’60

The Criminalisation of Indoor Workers

In almost every jurisdiction where the Nordic model operates, sex workers sharing flats are criminalised. In Oslo, Norway, a sex working woman was prosecuted as a brothel-keeper for sharing her flat with two friends – even though the court acknowledged that her primary motive was safety.61 Police in Sweden stake out flats to ‘catch’ pairs of sex workers.62 In Northern Ireland, the first arrests made when the Nordic model was implemented was one client – and three sex working women, who were arrested for brothel-keeping as they were found, during the raid ostensibly aimed at catching the client, to be sharing a flat.63

The Republic of Ireland implemented the Nordic model in March 2017 – and in July 2017, two migrant women were convicted of prostitution offences in the small town of Tralee in County Kerry. Florina, who was renting a house, was convicted of allowing the house to be used for prostitution, although the court accepted that she did not benefit ‘materially or financially’ from the set-up. Her friend Mihaiela was charged under the brothel-keeping law with ‘using the same address for prostitution’ and was convicted and fined.64 Advocates of the Nordic model might think that Florina, the main tenant, deserved to be prosecuted as a brothel-keeper, although prosecuting a migrant woman for a flat-share from which she was not benefitting financially seems a harsh application of the law. But it is hard to see on what basis such an advocate could argue that Mihaiela should be prosecuted.

Some prominent Nordic-model advocates deride the idea that sex workers might want to work together. A senior human rights advisor at the Carter Center, for example, claimed that ‘working together for safety’ is just a ‘code for running a brothel’ or ‘pimping’, adding that ‘pimps call themselves sex workers, so that’s convenient’.65

In reality, sex workers sharing an apartment is very normal. If you have ever had a housemate to cut housing costs – or to enjoy their company – you should empathise with why sex workers might want to share working flats. (There is something intensely dehumanising about the implication that sex workers are so alien that these normal, human considerations do not apply to us.) It is also an obvious safety measure – one used by many other kinds of workers. Even some advocates for the Nordic model acknowledge having shared flats in this way during the time that they were selling sex. Prominent campaigner Rachel Moran writes in her memoir that, ‘If I’d get a request for a call-in … I’d use a bedroom in the brothel of one of the women I was associating with at that time. I’d pay them a fee for the use of the room, which was common practice. I’d made money myself that way when I had my own apartment’ (emphasis ours).66

Moran has been one of the most active campaigners for the Nordic model across the globe for many years: she has spoken with politicians and addressed the United Nations; her story is cited by other advocates as the illustration as to why the Nordic is needed. In such a fraught and adversarial context, Moran’s off-hand acknowledgement that not only did she share a flat with other workers, but she ‘made money … that way’ reads strangely. Any current sex worker who made such a comment would be damned by Moran – and the law she helped bring in – as a pimp. We do not want to engage in a similar smear. Moran’s way of working seems legitimate and unremarkable; after all, there is an ‘opportunity cost’ to letting another worker see a client in your room, when you yourself could have been using the room to work in. Outside overheated sex industry debates, it would not seem alarming or note-worthy to ask a friend for a small financial contribution towards your bills if they are using your space. What is painful, of course, is the hypocrisy: the Irish law that Moran spent years campaigning for penalises women doing exactly what she describes herself doing – and indeed women behaving ‘more sympathetically’, such as those who took no financial contribution and simply allowed a friend to share their space. (The Nordic model in Ireland doubled the penalties for ‘brothel-keeping’ from a six-month jail sentence to a year.) When questioned on this hypocrisy, Moran declined to give a clear answer as to whether she felt that a prosecution for brothel-keeping would have helped her at this time in her life.67 Of course, it is not just Moran’s question to answer: all advocates of the Nordic model should perhaps explain whether they think the prosecution of Moran as a brothel-keeper would have been a positive thing for her or for society at large – and if not, why they are happy to push for laws under which so many other sex workers are prosecuted just for doing the same as she did.

Examples abound. Even selling sex in ‘duos’ – i.e., advertising threesomes – can put sex workers afoul of brothel-keeping laws: sex workers David and Celia, a married couple, were convicted of brothel-keeping charges in Ireland in May 2018 for working together in this way. The two narrowly avoided jail and were each fined €600.68 And there’s seventy-three-year-old Terezinha, prosecuted for brothel-keeping in Ireland in July 2017. The court accepted that no coercion was taking place. Terezinha was simply renting a flat from which she herself could sell sex and was sharing it with another sex working woman. Terezinha was visibly distressed during the court case and spoke via a court interpreter. She was selling sex out of desperation in order to pay her son’s medical bills. She had been in Ireland for four days and had seen only one client, making eighty euros. The court took the eighty euros as a fine, and the judge ‘ordered that the money … could be given to an organisation that helps women involved in the sex trade’.69

Evictions

Police operating under Nordic-model legislation view disrupting commercial sex as good in itself and frequently deploy ‘be cruel to be kind’ strategies against sex workers. In Sweden, landlords who rent property to sex workers can be criminalised for ‘promoting’ prostitution, with obvious consequences for sex workers’ increased precarity and risk of homelessness. The law directly pushes for the eviction of sex worker tenants: ‘If [the landlord] does not do what is reasonably required for the termination of the tenancy, he or she will [be] considered to have promoted the business’ (emphasis ours).70

The Norwegian police even had a specific operation to evict sex workers. They would tell a landlord that they suspected a specific tenant to be a sex worker and invite the landlord to either evict the tenant or face prosecution themselves. The tenants were evicted. As if to deliberately dispel any doubt as to what this policing strategy was aiming for, the police gave it the name: ‘Operation Homeless’.71

The financial outlay involved in being evicted is often much greater than the fines given to buyers caught paying for sex. An evicted sex worker will lose her deposit; if she has paid that month’s rent already, she will lose that too. It should be obvious to any empathetic person that being suddenly made homeless and losing a large amount of money will not help anyone out of prostitution. Such measures sit uneasily with the claim that Nordic model–style legislation treats prostitutes as victims of violence. Who could think that women experiencing violence should be evicted?

Mercy, a Black sex working woman in Norway, was evicted this way three times between 2013 and 2014.72 On one occasion, she was effectively ‘evicted’ while she was out at the shops: the landlord changed the locks. She had to beg to be allowed to collect her possessions, telling Amnesty, ‘I had to wait a week with no clothes or money or anything.’73 Another sex worker, Mary, says, ‘Sometimes they would give us just a few minutes to get out … We would lose the money that we had paid.’74 Eunice says, ‘I have been given minutes to leave my apartment. You don’t have time to get all your things. [I had to go and] sleep in the train station.’75 Esther says, ‘The police gave us twenty minutes to get out. We were cooking soup at the time and we had to take the pot out in the street with us.’76 In 2014, nine Black sex workers reported to the Oslo police that they had been raped and assaulted by a man armed with a machete who had posed as a police officer. A few days after their report, their landlord, alerted by the police that his tenants were sex workers, evicted them.77 Amnesty spoke to dozens of women evicted in this way, and found that all but one were given a day – or less – to leave their apartments. Every single one was Black.78 Operation Homeless is no longer a specific operation – not because the police realised it was horrifying, but because the work of evicting mostly Black sex working women has been ‘mainstreamed’ into the work of Oslo police.79

Deportations

Deportations are intrinsically violent, but the deportation of sex workers from countries that have implemented the Nordic model is often particularly brutal. In Canada, sex worker group Butterfly says that migrant women are frequently detained indefinitely by immigration enforcement. Some spend weeks or even months being subjected to ‘inhuman and degrading treatment, false allegations, and false evidence being used to keep them detained’ before being deported.80 One sex worker named Cookie said, ‘The first night was incredibly cold since I only had my vest while sleeping on a board. I thought to myself, “I have no clothes and I have no food, what did I do wrong?” For a full week, I was not allowed to shower or change my clothes.’ Butterfly reports that another migrant sex worker stayed with a friend after escaping domestic abuse, and was then attacked by a client in the flat they both shared. When the police arrived, they immediately arrested her friend on suspicion of trafficking her, and arrested her on suspicion of working illegally. Both of the women were deported.81

Police in Nordic countries routinely use sex workers’ reports of violence to deport them. One woman, whom the police had identified as a sex worker after she reported an incident of violence that gave her a serious head injury, was deported from Oslo so rapidly that the injury made it difficult to travel.82

In 2014, three Nigerian sex workers in Oslo were attacked and robbed in their home at gunpoint. The women went to an emergency shelter to recover, but when they returned to their home a few days later, they were arrested and deported.83 They had valid visas and had not overstayed them. To deport people who come to your attention as victims of a violent crime is an incredibly aggressive enforcement approach, not one that should be considered normal or legitimate. When a case came to light in 2017 of a woman in London who had been threatened with immigration enforcement after reporting a rape, there was – rightly – a national outcry.84 Yet Nordic prostitution policy, where such cases are routine, is held up as aspirational and feminist.

In our view, nobody deserves to be deported. But the police break even their own rules by deporting sex workers who have a legal right to be in the country. Swedish authorities routinely deport migrant women from other EU nations on the grounds that sex work constitutes ‘a threat to public order and security’ or a ‘a dishonest means of support’.85

It is no coincidence that so many of the sex workers deported from Scandinavia are Black women. The Nordic model emerged in response to racist anxieties about the migration of Black sex workers, particularly to Norway, who were depicted through the stigmatising trope of the sexually aggressive Black woman.86 Oslo sex worker outreach organisation Pro Sentret notes that when the law was drafted,


There was lots of discussion about how ‘the streets had become immoral’. Most of the debate was about the very visible Nigerian women … There were politicians talking about how terrible it was for them to be approached by these women. The women were treated like they were garbage that needed to be cleaned away. The media stories were about ‘Black whores’ causing ‘immorality in the streets’. That was the main focus.87



The criminalisation of sex workers for sharing flats, the use of fines and evictions against sex workers, and the extremely aggressive use of deportations are incompatible with the claim that the Nordic model ‘totally decriminalises’ sellers. It retains, adds, and intensifies numerous tools with which to harass, prosecute, arrest or harm sex workers through criminal law or civil measures. In conveying to the police that disrupting commercial sex is their job, the law pushes the police to use these tools against sellers – which they do with particular alacrity when the seller is Black.

The effect, of course, is that the seller has a good reason to hide from the police, making Nordic cops’ endless comments about how easy it still is to find sex workers (‘if the punter can find prostituted women, so can the police’)88 more chilling than jocular. It throws into a harsh light the rhetorical question that we hear a lot as activists. ‘How can a prostitute in Sweden be in danger’, we’re asked by cops and politicians and campaigners alike, ‘when all she has to do is pick up the phone, even if the punter is rude to her, and the police will arrest him because he is already committing a crime?’89 Such a question must be rhetorical, because clearly these campaigners have never paused to hear sex workers’ answers.

The answer, of course, is that a sex worker working under the Nordic Model still has a lot to fear. If she’s a migrant – even one with a visa – she can be arrested and taken to a deportation centre today. If her name is on the tenancy of a flat she shares, she can be prosecuted. Would you call the police if doing so would make you homeless today, or open you up to prosecution? Dorothy, a migrant sex worker in Canada, spoke of how this fear shaped her behaviour; ‘They [the robbers] treated us like a money machine. We were robbed four times in one week … We could not call the police, otherwise, we would have had more trouble. I told the police about this [after they eventually arrested and detained me], but they did not care.’90

When people who sell sex have desperate, urgent reasons to hide from the police, we are profoundly vulnerable to violent men. Such men know that they can attack us, rob us, or assault us – and because contacting the cops means we’ll risk being made homeless on top of being robbed at gunpoint, we won’t contact the cops. Sex workers under such a system are sitting ducks.

4. The Pimp and the Trafficker

As we noted when we discussed demand, third parties like managers benefit when sex workers’ lives become more difficult. For instance, where sex workers face legal obstacles to tenancy – as is the case under the Nordic model – it makes sense to get another person to be a ‘go-between’ with the landlord. Such a relationship is one of hugely uneven power: if the ‘go-between’ requests three hundred pounds a month to do this, the sex worker is stuck having to pay him as well as the landlord, and if she won’t or can’t, he can easily get her evicted. The Norwegian government writes that in Sweden, prostitutes’ ‘dependence on pimps has probably increased. Someone is needed in the background to arrange transport and new flats so that the women’s activity is more difficult to discover’.91

The victims of exploitation and sex trafficking are a key concern for many feminists, including sex worker activists. There are women in abusive relationships who have been coerced into prostitution by their partner. There are those working in prostitution who have been coerced into it by people who promised them different work, and to whom they pay some or all of their earnings from sex work – usually to pay back a debt for crossing the border.

Does the Nordic approach make the situation better for women like these? Bear in mind that there is no simple binary divide between sex workers and those you would consider trafficked. All of these people are using the safety strategies we have outlined in this book, when they can. All, for whatever reason, are seeking to make money – whether to buy drugs, placate a violent partner or abusive manager, give to a landlord or send to a dependent family member. Or indeed to pay off a people smuggler.* Policies which make a prostitute’s life harder will make the lives of those you would consider trafficked harder, too. Think back to the Norwegian government report cited earlier in this chapter – the one that said the sex buyer law meant that people in prostitution now had to ‘work harder’. That applies to everyone selling sex in Norway; there isn’t an exemption for those in the most exploitative situations. Another Norwegian government report into the sex buyer law states this even more bluntly: the worst harms, it notes, accrue to ‘“addicts, the mentally ill, and people from other countries” – the forced prostitutes’.92 And if an exploited migrant sex worker goes to the police under the Nordic model, as under other models, she will be deported with her debt unpaid. As a report to the Swedish parliament noted, when women are ‘discovered by police’ and found to ‘have been missing a legal basis for their stay’, they will ‘often … have been immediately [deported] without the police attempting to investigate under what conditions they have come and stayed in … this means that significant information about trafficking in human beings has been lost.’93

If such a woman tries to seek new employment through exit services, she may be told she needs to quit sex work before they can help her. She is likely to be fearful of approaching exit services at all, for fear that revealing herself to anybody ‘official’ will lead to her deportation. So she must continue to sell sex – whether under duress or entirely of her own volition – all the while the number of clients shrinking, the shifts getting longer, and work growing more dangerous.

Would all this be worthwhile if the market for commercial sex in Nordic countries is smaller? Fewer women will be exploited in prostitution and even trafficked, right? The problem with this idea is that criminal law is not a key determinant of the size of the sex industry in any given country. Look at the United States. If criminalisation was the key factor in the size of a country’s sex industry, the US would have a tiny sex industry. As chapter 5 details, in many states, penalties for purchasing sex far exceed those in Scandinavia – and of course sex workers themselves, along with managers, landlords, taxi drivers, and colleagues, can all be swept up into prosecution. Yet the US has a huge sex industry. That’s because the key determinant is not criminal law but poverty and people’s access to resources. When a country has no social safety net, or when the social safety net excludes some, people struggling to avoid homelessness or to pay for healthcare might well sell sex in order to get housing or medication. People who are undocumented struggle to enter the mainstream labour market or to assert any labour rights. In these contexts, some people sell sex – often under conditions that are, to a greater or lesser degree, exploitative or abusive. But the solution isn’t to criminalise commercial sex; if it was, the US would have zero trafficking. Instead, it is to ensure that people have access to the resources that they need, including the right to safe migration and the right for migrants to work and assert labour rights without fearing deportation.

In fact, Swedish policymakers aren’t at all clear on what the law has achieved. Claims that levels of sex work have declined are generally misleading, as they are usually based only on levels of street-based sex work.94 Street work in Stockholm did indeed decline briefly after 1999, but then went back up again – and the law probably merely speeded a transition to indoor work that was already being facilitated by the internet.95 ‘Today it is impossible to run a brothel in Sweden’, boasts a cop to anti-prostitution campaigner Janice Raymond, who uncritically repeats him.96 But, according to police, the number of brothels in Stockholm has increased sharply. In 2009, they estimated there were ninety Thai ‘massage parlours’ (which offer sex) in the city; by 2013, the number was 250.97 Swedish politicians complained of the sex industry’s resilience, noting in 2003 that street prostitution in one county had more than doubled.* Contrary to the claims of ‘abolitionism’, Swedish politicians argue, ‘We have never thought that you could eradicate prostitution with it, but [the sexköpslagen] is an important signal of what is acceptable in a society and not.’98 Not exactly the ‘existential threat’ to the sex trade that advocates claim, then.99

Can Anybody Hear Us?

All over the world, it is routine for anti-prostitution policing to involve evicting sex workers, prosecuting them, and deporting them. Only in the Nordic countries, however, is this imagined as a feminist achievement.† For Sweden particularly, cleansing the nation of undesirables as a form of social improvement has long been part of national identity. In the early twentieth century, the political theory of folkhemmet (‘the people’s home’) was established to conceptualize the ideal Swedish society and its benevolent welfare state. The basis for this idea is that, like a small family household, Swedish citizens contribute and in turn are benignly looked after by the state, which acts as a ‘good parent’, steering its offspring away from misbehaviour and corruption.100 Unsurprisingly, the role of the prostitute in folkhemmet is an antagonistic one. Who but a prostitute could more archetypally threaten the family hearth? Other groups, too, are seen as similarly disruptive to Swedish familial normativity: people who use drugs, people with HIV, transgender people. How this ‘national family’ has historically responded to these groups paints a picture of Swedish control.

In the name of folkhemmet’s eugenicist commitment to ‘social hygiene’, 21,000 people were forcibly sterilised before 1975. Ninety per cent of those sterilised were women who were deemed to be ‘inferior, anti-social, dangerously hypersexual … promiscuous or feebleminded’.101 During the 1990s, the Swedish state incarcerated people living with HIV without trial, some of them for years – ninety per cent were sex workers and drug users.102 This legacy lives on in Swedish governance. In 2009, a Left Party politician noted that these punitive responses to HIV played a part in the social construction of ‘the nice clean Sweden’.103 In order to legally reassign their gender, trans people were subject to compulsory sterilisation until 2013.104 Even the presence of drugs in the body is criminalised.105 This is a far harsher anti-drug law than any other European country has, which goes some way towards explaining Sweden’s devastating number of drug deaths – the second-worst in Europe.106 Ultimately, only Sweden’s ‘ideal’, normative citizens – healthy, productive people of Nordic stock – are those who can be deemed responsible and rational, looking after themselves in a way that is independent but in accord with family rules.

Protecting the Brand

For anti-prostitution feminists beguiled by the idea of the ‘people’s home’ – a utopia of social order – Sweden’s prostitution law represents the dream. Reality cannot be allowed to intrude. We hear a litany of praises exalting Sweden’s ‘decriminalisation’ of ‘prostituted people.’ The UK feminist group Object says, ‘the “Nordic model” completely decriminalises those who sell sex acts whilst offering support services to exit prostitution’, while Dr Meagan Tyler from the Nordic Model Information Network says the law, ‘basically hinges on, essentially, a legal framework where all prostituted persons are decriminalised, so there’s no criminal sanction against anyone in prostitution, but sex buying, pimping and brothel keeping are all criminalised.’107

When someone raised ‘Operation Homeless’ in the comments section of her website, prolific anti-prostitution feminist Meghan Murphy was confused:


Can you at least explain … how and why the police are supposedly ‘seeking out and harassing sex workers’ and what that has to do with the Nordic model? It seems the articles you’ve provided have something to do with something called ‘Operation Homeless’ – I don’t know what that is and I don’t understand how it relates to the Nordic model.108



Murphy has penned literally hundreds of articles advocating for the Nordic model over a period of years. For her to not know about Operation Homeless betrays a notable – and typical – lack of feminist curiosity about sex workers’ experiences under the system they are advocating for. Similar examples abound. In her book Pimp State, which also advocates for the Nordic model, Banyard writes, ‘Securing the Sex Buyer Law isn’t a case of job done for campaigners. Instead, the task turns to prising open the full potential of the law, which sometimes includes pressing for amendments in the legislation itself.’109 At this point, the reader might wonder if Pimp State will acknowledge Operation Homeless, prosecutions, deportations, or other abuses that sex workers suffer in Nordic nations. Banyard instead continues, ‘In Sweden, for instance, the maximum possible penalty for paying for sex was increased in 2011 from six months to one year’s imprisonment’. These sorts of issues – that the law has sometimes not been enforced enough against clients or that the penalties were too low – are the only criticisms of the law Banyard raises.

Another anti-prostitution activist told an audience of activists and politicians, ‘Of course under the Nordic model no one selling sex is criminalised and yet we’re told constantly that [they] are criminalised de facto, and I’m not sure what that means. I mean you’re either criminalised for selling sex or you’re not’ (emphasis ours).110 When Amnesty’s report came out – full of the voices of women like Mercy, Mary, Esther, and Eunice speaking of criminalisation, eviction, and deportation – UK campaign group Nordic Model Now simply commented, ‘The Nordic model works and should keep on keeping on.’111

The sexköpslagen brand is closely linked to ideas of innovative social democracy. As a result, when other countries implement prostitution laws based on those of Sweden, they tap into the same feminist cachet – even when such pats on the back are far from deserved.

In Canada, Bill C-36 – or the Protection of Communities and Exploited Persons Act (PCEPA) – was introduced in 2014. The law (which criminalised clients and advertising, while retaining most of the existing penalties for prostitutes)* brought an array of political flavours to the fore, from regressively hostile to progressively poetic. Conservative MP Joy Smith spoke with heartfelt compassion of a young abuse survivor who had inspired her fight to bring the bill about: a ‘living, breathing, beautiful human being, with a soul’.112 Truly an admirable sentiment (it’s never a bad time, of course, to be reminded that prostitutes have souls), especially when compared with the words of Conservative colleague Donald Plett, who said, ‘we don’t want to make life safe for prostitutes – we want to do away with prostitution. That’s the intent of the bill.’113

Other proponents of C-36 framed the issue as one of ‘community harms’ such as noise, impeding traffic, harassment of residents, ‘unsanitary behaviours’, and the encroachment of sex workers into the spaces of schoolchildren.114 Again, ‘end demand’ reveals itself to be roomy enough for multiple political ideologies. In the same debate, Smith again asserted her feminist credentials: ‘This bill is … historic and it’s progressive. For the first time in Canada’s history, women trafficked into prostitution will not be treated as nuisances, they’ll be treated with dignity.’115

Shortly after that, eleven migrant sex workers were arrested in Ottawa and deported.116 For all that feminists say they prioritize tackling violence against victims – addressing the hurt caused to us by the buying of sex – it is striking how frequently this mask slips. When it does, we see yet again that the goal of ‘doing away’ with sex workers and the spectre of ‘harm to the community’ drive these policies. For those who have known violence in the sex trade, the doublespeak of these politics is clear.

As for the laws’ vaunted disciplinary effect on male sexual entitlement, well. As evidence emerges of harms to sex workers and little or no reduction in the size of the sex industry, anti-prostitution feminists keen to ‘protect the brand’ of the Nordic model increasingly shift to citing changes in social attitudes towards prostitution as a key metric of the law’s success. When the law was first implemented, most Swedes did not support it. Nearly twenty years on, a large majority of the population does. As Banyard writes, ‘That attitude shift is at the heart of the Sex Buyer Law. Its presence on the statute book, and its enforcement on the ground, is about society collectively drawing a line in the sand.’117 The suggestion is, of course, that the effect of the law has been to set a new and more feminist norm: Swedes no longer think it is acceptable to ‘buy a woman for sex’.

In making this argument, advocates of the Nordic model make a telling omission: the same survey that shows many more Swedes now think it unacceptable to pay for sex also shows that many more Swedes now think it unacceptable to sell sex, too. A majority of Swedes, particularly women, would like to see prostitutes fined or jailed.118 The ‘line in the sand’ that Banyard and others are so keen to celebrate looks much less feminist when it is drawn to penalise not only the client but the prostitute, too. As retired academic Robert Fullinwider writes, ‘The shift in opinion to a strong majority favoring criminalizing all facets of prostitution suggests the sex purchase ban has implanted a norm, to be sure, but … it may not be a norm feminists should take comfort in.’119

Patriarchy, Police, and the State

Sex worker activists often note that anti-prostitution rhetoric is a welcoming place for male-feminist grandstanding. Anti-prostitution politics serve the desire of the ‘good guys’ to bolster their own manhood, and ostensibly feminist-adjacent campaigning can be fuelled by some pretty chauvinist ideas. As one Swedish prosecutor told an audience,


A real man should manage to get his women, get his due of sex, by powers of seduction and mutual consent, and for love, or mutual enjoyment, or procreation, or for passing the time of day; not for money. Going to prostitutes was cheating, it was degrading, it was contemptible, beyond the pale. Whores were for losers.120



This view of ‘real men’; the jab at ‘whores’ – let alone the idea that a ‘real man’ should ‘get his due’ of sex and women – are hardly testament to the feminist credentials of Swedish policymakers.

Lionising the police does much to establish these politics as a friendly environment for other self-identified ‘feminist men’. If the police are going to deliver justice for poor, abused women, they can be held aloft as a symbol of heroic masculinity, a portal through which others can enter. While they project themselves into the figure of the ‘heroic’ police officer, male anti-prostitution campaigners can use these politics to superficially distance themselves from other kinds of masculinity. (‘Whores were for losers.’) The politician who proposed the law in Sweden specifically notes the feminist credentials of his countrymen, claiming that the law went forward because ‘Swedish men had different view[s] on prostitution than men from other parts of the world.’121 Journalist and feted anti-prostitution campaigner Nicholas Kristof revealed a rather strange view of sex when he bemoaned American ‘promiscuity’ in the New York Times while claiming that Indian men have a cultural tendency to pay for sex with fourteen-year-olds.122 Such condemnations dwell heavily on the morals of individual – often racialised – ‘bad guys’.

By advocating ‘end demand’ laws, men relocate the blame for patriarchy onto more obviously monstrous men and feel superior in calling out those other men’s violations or objectifying treatment of women. The hypocrisy is, of course, that the anti-prostitution movement is at times deeply violating and objectifying to sex workers. Anti-prostitution feminism is a place where men can participate in flinging slurs like holes, whores, orifices, and cum dumpsters at sex workers – and call it feminist analysis.123 It’s a place where men who consider themselves feminist-aligned can patronise and dismiss prostitute women, as men have done for centuries. It’s a place where a police officer can rifle through the bathroom bin at a sex worker’s flat, retrieve blood-soaked tampons, publish photographs of them in his memoir (with a touching dedication to sex workers he has met in his work: ‘This is my attempt to describe your reality’), and still be treated like a feminist activist.124 As sex worker Charlotte Shane observes, anti-prostitution feminism makes it progressive for men to dwell incessantly on violent, coercive sex and abject bodies while at the same time enjoying praise and even Pulitzer Prizes.125

Meanwhile, anti-prostitution feminists hone in on the abuse and exploitation of ‘pimps and punters’ while overlooking – or tacitly supporting – similar abuses by police, landlords, and immigration officers. You will search a long time if you are looking for any comment on the arrest, confiscation of money, or brutal deportation of sex workers that occur in jurisdictions with ‘Nordic model’ branding. Journalist Joan Smith travelled to Sweden in 2013 to report on the sexköpslagen and asked the police whether prostitution had become more dangerous for women. She confidently reports that ‘all the Swedish police officers I spoke to insisted this was a myth’.126 Her piece opens and concludes with an officer in a police car, watching sex workers through the window. It would be hard to think of a better way to encapsulate carceral feminism than this: a perspective that opens and closes with shadowing a police officer, sitting in his seat, literally sharing his position and reproducing his gaze. It is clear in whose shoes Smith is walking – and it isn’t those of the distant, apparently-voiceless women.

The power difference between men and women is one kind of structural imbalance; the power difference between sex workers and the police is another. Swedish feminist commentator Gunilla Ekberg writes, ‘Those who are pro-prostitution of course ignore power differences between men and women’ – but carceral feminists are deeply invested in both ignoring and reinforcing the power differences between the police and prostitutes.127 In attempting to eradicate the gendered inequality that they rightly see in the purchase of sex, they intentionally or accidentally strengthen the state’s power to harm prostitutes – which is, of course, itself a deeply patriarchal dynamic. You might think that this leaves us, as feminists, at an impasse: if challenging the patriarchal sex industry strengthens the patriarchal state, then it is hard to see how we can proceed. In fact, of course, it is easy to imagine a world wherein no man is able to pay for sex – simply because everyone who might have needed to sell it already has the resources that they need. We can work towards a more feminist world by making women less poor – but not through bolstering the patriarchal power of the carceral state.

Ignoring or bolstering state power allows the experiences of people like Mercy, Mary, Tina, Eunice, and Esther to fall through the cracks. Mainstream feminism maintains a profound uninterest in the experiences of women like them – the direct state violence (fines, evictions, and deportations) and the violence they suffer because the state fails to protect them. When journalists write that the Nordic model ‘decriminalises women who sell sex’ and campaigning organisations repeat the claim that Sweden’s law ‘completely decriminalises all those who are prostituted’, it’s hard to draw any other conclusion than mainstream feminism simply doesn’t count the criminalisation or deportation of mostly Black migrant sex workers in Nordic countries.128

As we wrote in the chapter on borders, deportations are a violation of human rights: people are ripped from their families and friends simply because of where they happened to have been born. Yet even within the left, the injustice of deportation can sometimes prove a slippery topic to keep on the table.129 Despite claims to radicalism, an analysis of borders rarely features in anti-prostitution advocacy. A generous assessment of this would suggest that, for some, borders and immigration seem too permanent or unchangeable to reckon with – that they will never go away.

As sex workers and feminists, we do not accept that borders and their enforcement are inevitable or immutable. We too are working towards a radical feminism that can abolish borders, capitalism, and the sex industry without causing harm to sex workers. Just as it is a bad cliché to claim that a future without commercial sex is a futile endeavour because ‘the sex industry will always be there’ or it’s ‘the world’s oldest profession’, it is also a feeble excuse to dismiss border abolition simply because it is difficult to change.

In this chapter, we have tried to speak to both the ‘ideal’ Nordic model, and the Nordic model as it really exists. The Nordic model as it really exists includes harm to sex workers, and when its advocates refuse to acknowledge or to try to fix these harms they reveal their ultimate disregard for the safety of people who sell sex. But even if these problems – the deportations, the evictions, the fines – were fixed, the ‘ideal Nordic model’ would still harm people who sell sex, and harm the most marginalised the worst. That is because any policy that makes sex workers poorer will also tend to make them less safe. As Thai sex worker collective Empower have pointed out, criminalisation is about what can be taken away from sex workers. If you care about the most marginalised people in society, why not start from thinking about what can be given to them?130
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Charmed Circle: Germany,
Netherlands, and Nevada

Regulationism: A legal model that heavily regulates a legal strand of the sex industry while continuing to criminalise workers who can’t or won’t comply with various bureaucratic requirements, such as mandatory health testing, employment in certain venues, or registering publicly as a prostitute. Also called: legalisation, licensing, Prostitutionsgesetz.


‘This law won’t protect sex workers. It is just about control.’

– Sex worker in Germany1



Many people are familiar with the terms legalisation and decriminalisation, yet without realising that these words refer to distinctly different things.

Under legalisation, some sex work, in some contexts, is legal. This legal sex work is heavily regulated by the state – generally not in a way that prioritises the welfare of workers. This is, in part, because a mindset that advocates for legalising sex work tends to see prostitutes not as workers but as anxiety-inducing vectors of disease or symbols of disorder who must be controlled. Often, to legalise means to implement new laws related specifically to sex work, including new criminal penalties, rather than repealing the existing ones.

By comparison, decriminalisation – which we’ll come to in more detail in the next chapter – describes a situation where sex work is legal as the default position. With legalistion, only some sex work, in only some contexts, is legal, whereas with decriminalisation, prostitution is, as a starting point, not a crime. The regulations that exist under decriminalisation tend to prioritise the welfare of people who sell sex – in part because a mindset that advocates for decriminalisation tends to see sex workers as workers, and from that flows a concern for workers’ rights.

To feminist sceptics, legalisation – the idea of the government giving licenses to brothels or creating special zones for street work – rolls out the red carpet for patriarchy. What kind of message does it send when the state formalises prostitution? What effect does a legally ratified sex trade have on male sexual entitlement? Are the exploited bodies of women working in these places becoming damaged from overuse? Anti-prostitution campaigners have long objected to any form of legalisation, highlighting the effect of global ‘brothelisation’ on the well-being of ‘prostituted women’.2

Although diverse nations have legalised their sex industry (including Bangladesh, Austria, Senegal, Latvia, Tunisia, Hungary, Peru, Venezuela, Chile, parts of Australia, and some counties in the US state of Nevada), much feminist discussion focuses on the regulatory models of Europe – particularly Germany and the Netherlands – which are often described in terms such as ‘a free-for-all’, ‘relaxed’, ‘an open house’, and ‘liberal’.3

Liberal support for regulationism is linked to the notion that prostitution is something innate, perennial, inevitable – the dirty job that someone has got to do. This has deep roots: Christian theologians, for instance, have argued that commercial sex is an outlet for sexual impulses that would otherwise result in worse sins.4 The patriarchal double standard praises men for having multiple sexual partners but shames and condemns women for the same. Mathematically, the only way for men to practice promiscuity while allowing the majority of women to remain ‘respectable’ is for a small number of women to be extremely sexually active. An 1897 editorial in a Johannesburg newspaper stated it more explicitly: ‘The virtue of the monde is assured by the demi-monde.’5 That is, patriarchal sexual norms render sex work not only economically viable but in some sense necessary – whether for the benefit of the individual client or for the benefit of society.

Then there are those who see in sex work a greater capitalist purpose. This logic suggests that with an entrepreneurial outlook, there is hope for the sex industry – which, much like the cannabis market, is a wild frontier that simply needs the firm guiding hand of a rich grown-up. These industries, in the hands of the right people, can become a boon for all who would benefit from tourism, taxation, and regulation, making the rich richer and the sex workers who share their vision more visibly legitimate as professionals. This ideology also sometimes sees the rights of workers as interchangeable with the rights of managers in sex work, the logic being that the latter are criminalised also.*

To the exasperation of sex working feminists, we are often accused of being invested in these same values. When we make clear that we’re asking for the decriminalisation of sex work, we are persistently misunderstood to mean legalisation and are maligned as liberals, capitalists, or men’s-rights activists interested in securing the unimpeded primacy of male sexuality. If the decriminalisation of prostitution is falsely characterised as legalisation and the two are semantically bound together, then advocates for prohibition can blame both policies for the failures of one.

Contrary to its false reputation as a benign sex fun-fair, a regulationist legalisation approach to prostitution is not friendly for sex workers. Regulationist laws manifest in wildly different ways as countries on every continent anxiously try to eliminate selectively, through criminal law, what they consider to be the most pernicious aspects of prostitution. As a whole, these approaches speak clearly to a set of cross-cultural fears that will by now be familiar to the reader – the fear of the visibly queer or diseased body; the fear of migrancy; the fear of sexualised social contamination; the fear of disorderly, unsupervised women roaming freely in society or commanding economic power by organising their work among themselves.

The ‘Charmed’ Circle

Paradoxically, to legalise sex work is not necessarily to make the work legal. Rather, it creates a two-tiered system where some is legal and much is not. In Nevada, for example, ten out of seventeen rural counties permit licensed brothels, and no sex work can legally take place in any other areas (including the biggest city, Las Vegas). In the Netherlands, people sell sex legally in brothels and sex clubs, red-light-district windows, tippelzones (street sex work zones), sex cinemas, and massage parlours, and these are licensed at the municipal level. Elsewhere, it’s still illegal.

Since legalisation in the Netherlands, more than forty per cent of these venues have lost their licence, leaving sex workers fewer places to work legally.6 In Germany, the Prostitutes Protection Act of 2017 stipulates that all sex workers must be registered and issued with a sex worker ID card. Some of the conditions for receiving this card include testing for pregnancy, STIs, and drug use, as well as mandatory counselling.7

Nevada, the Netherlands, and Germany are typical of places that impose rules on how the sex industry may operate. The most precarious sex workers cannot comply and so must work illegally, forming a vulnerable, criminalised ‘underclass’.

Trans women, for example, are barred from work in the state-run brothels of Turkey.8 Many sex workers in Germany live far from the narrowly designated ‘prostitution zones’, and so work outside them.9 Many Australian sex workers cannot risk losing their privacy by adding their names to the government’s official register of prostitutes.10 Those in Nevada with a criminal record – often for survival crimes like shoplifting – cannot work in the legal brothels.11 Sex workers close to the poverty line have no means to pay the rent on a Dutch red-light window (about €80 to €160 per shift, payable in advance).12 In Senegal, sex workers living with HIV cannot produce a health certificate for the police and so cannot work legally; they are known as les clandestines.13 Married women in Greece are barred from work in state-regulated brothels.14 Undocumented migrants cannot work in any legalised jurisdiction.

For these people, the idea of a ‘legalised’ framework is meaningless: the state has drawn a charmed circle and they are not standing inside it. With such significant barriers to overcome, legal status is unobtainable for the vast majority of people, and in most places the amount of illegal, unregulated sex trade far exceeds that of the legal sex industry.

In Germany, a migrant, trans street worker commented on the 2017 implementation of the Prostitute Protection Act, saying; ‘I have … no health insurance and often no place to sleep. Now I should get registered? How should that work?’15 Dee, a migrant sex worker in Austria, says,


I am powerless here. I don’t get a wage slip. I can’t take out any credit or loans. I can’t lease a car. I pay the tax office, I pay social security, but I won’t get a pension. I don’t get anything. I also don’t get unemployment benefits … I can’t do anything in my name.16



The Dutch sex workers’ rights organisation De Rode Draad describes the previous Dutch system of gedoogbeleid (policy of tolerance) towards sex workers: ‘Formerly these [migrant] women’s work was tolerated in the same way as other sex workers’ [work]. With the legalisation of one group of women, the work of another group of women now becomes illegal.’17

This two-tiered pattern is a universal feature – and failing – of the laws we refer to as legalisation or regulationism, which is that they tend to empower the worst profiteers. A frequent feature of legalised regimes is that working for a manager is legal, whereas working independently, either on your own or with friends, is fully or partially criminalised. The result is that legalisation pushes sex workers into working for managers, and grants managers additional power over workers. As former brothel worker Mariko writes, ‘The legal brothels wave their legal status as their carrot so that you feel like you need them to make that money.’18 If your options are to keep working for a manager or to go independent and risk arrest, you may be compelled to accept substandard or even abusive workplace conditions. Former brothel worker Amy Walker says of her time in Melbourne brothels, ‘It’s in the best interest of the brothel owners for the women to be insecure, uncomfortable and competitive.’19

Sex workers have told us that they have known brothel managers in Nevada to tip off the police about independent workers nearby, since these workers represent a threat to their business that can be ‘solved’ by having them arrested.20

Legalisation exacerbates the existing vulnerabilities of sex workers. After the introduction of the Prostitutes Protection Act, a parasite industry immediately sprung up to offer services to struggling sex workers; for example, providing dummy addresses and post forwarding, or helping with German-language application forms. This, of course, allows predators to easily identify sex workers who might be targeted for exploitation: the ones who are uncertain of their rights or close to the breadline.21 A street-working migrant in Germany says,


My boyfriend is handling the bureaucracy for me. I try to understand what he does, so that I won’t be too dependent on him, but I haven’t succeeded yet. Due to the increased complexity of having to register under the Prostitutes Protection Act, I will understand things even less, and those of my colleagues who work with pimps will become even more dependent on them.22



Those who have to work illegally under a ‘legalised’ regime remain subject to many of the harms of clear-cut criminalisation. Their interests and those of the police are still in opposition.23 In Germany, police now have the power to enter any prostitution venue at any time.24 As in any criminalised system, when the police act as the de facto regulators of sex work, it not only provides fertile ground for police corruption but blocks those who are in breach of regulations (often the vulnerable street workers most at risk of violence) from accessing police assistance when needed. Many will not report an incident of rape or assault at work, because they may well be opportunistically targeted by the attendant police officer for a charge or other penalty regarding their unauthorised work. During the trial for serial rapist and murderer Adrian Bayley, it emerged that at least ten of his rape victims in Victoria, Australia – where sex work is regulated – were sex workers who had refused to give evidence because of distrust and fear of the police.25

As for those sex workers who can work legally, regulationism treats them like tearaway adolescents grounded by fretful parents. This results in measures to confine the worker to the four walls of the brothel. Under legalisation in Western Australia in the 1970s and 1980s, sex working women were


not allowed to have relatives within a 500-kilometre radius, could not have their brothers to visit, were not permitted to have stable relationships with local people and they were restricted to certain areas of the town … access to the swimming pool was restricted. The women must live in … the brothels.26



In present-day Nevada, legal sex workers are generally issued a curfew for the duration of their contract and must live on the premises. ‘Girls do leave all the time, to go to town, to get their nails done’, says George Flint, who works as a lobbyist for the brothel bosses in Nevada, ‘but I’m a huge fan of girls staying on-premises. Without the controlled environment that the brothel provides, they may turn tricks outside without safety things’ (i.e., condoms).27 If gone for longer than twenty-four hours, workers must pay to be screened for STIs – a useless precaution, given that infection from recreational sex wouldn’t show up within two weeks anyway, but one designed to be a financial and social deterrent from straying too long from the ‘safety’ of the institutional hearth. On the streets of legalised Europe, sex workers may be confined to boxes or shelters and permitted to work legally only within a specific zone.

As well as being hemmed in, sex workers may also be cast out or pushed to the edges, out of sight. Zoning measures which place sex working venues far from the community, in locations such as industrial parks, isolate women and enable violent assailants to target them. In one town in rural Nevada, local ordinance dictates that when a woman stops working at a legalised brothel, she must ‘leave town on the next available mode of transportation’. Susan Lopez, director of the Las Vegas Sex Workers’ Outreach Project, says ‘Sometimes it feels like they just want to keep the “dirty whores” out of the city so that they don’t infect the public.’28

The ‘infectious’ body of the prostitute is present in any conversation about regulating sex work, and the discourse around public health makes the harms of regulation more difficult to discern. Oppressive control of people’s bodies seems somehow more reasonable when it implicates the health of the whole nation. Why shouldn’t sex workers be obliged to submit to health checks? Who could possibly suffer under such laws?

These often-well-meaning observations fail to take into account that whatever is made obligatory automatically produces a co-existent violation of that rule. This is, ironically, profoundly ineffective at protecting public health: should a sex worker be found to have an infection and face punishment, they are given an incentive to evade similar tests in the future. Similarly, those poor enough to be persuaded in a moment of need to agree to condomless sex for extra money are likely to avoid health services in order to avoid criminalisation.29

In Senegal, police actively target registered sex workers for extortion or sexual coercion, which is one reason so few choose to register.30 And in many nations, test results are made available to law enforcement – meaning that HIV-positive workers risk being charged under HIV non-disclosure laws if they are found to be working. Again, this gives sex workers who suspect they may be HIV-positive a huge incentive to avoid healthcare services.

We unequivocally support free and easy-to-access healthcare. All over the world, from Cape Town to Glasgow, sex workers campaign for better health services and even set them up, on shoe-string budgets.* But mandatory testing is a violation of human rights. Everybody deserves medical privacy and medical autonomy, and mandatory testing violates those core human rights. These policies show sex workers that ‘public health’ doesn’t include preserving their bodily autonomy and privacy, and encourages them to deploy savvy evasion strategies in times of infection if they need to put bread on the table.

In 2008, a male sex worker in Australia was convicted of working while HIV-positive and was outed and shamed in the press. (There was no evidence he ever worked unsafely or transmitted the infection.) The media furore meant that the average number of sex workers getting tested in the area per fortnight dropped from thirty to less than two.31 No one wanted to risk being told that they too were living with HIV – and could become a target for the same furore. Interventions in the name of ‘public health’ have the opposite effect if they drive sex workers away from healthcare.

Even when it comes to sex workers with no infections, sexual-health certification creates a false sense of security. Not all infections show up on the tests straight away, so any clear result only refers to what you were doing a couple of weeks ago.32 Inappropriately punitive screening wastes public funds and occupies a huge amount of resources – resources that could be devoted to public-health measures that actually work. One public-health professional spoke almost with pride of this superstitious approach in 2006: ‘We test these people so often, it’s almost like we over-test them.’33

Who Benefits?

Far from advocating for regulationism, we stand firmly in opposition to it, alongside other feminists. There can be no doubt that this legal framework is not designed to benefit the worker – it lines the pockets of non-prostitute men, most notably those who manage or facilitate prostitution. As the sex worker community blog Tits and Sass puts it, ‘Legalization serves the man.’34 Academics Hendrik Wagenaar and Sietske Altink point out that many city authorities in the Netherlands decided to ‘cap’ the number of brothels at the number that existed when legalisation came into effect. This paved the way for an ‘oligopoly’ of powerful and ruthless brothel owners to control the market.35 Employees suffer in the workplace when wealthy capitalists feel comfortable depriving their employees of decent working conditions. In this, the legalised sex industry is not unlike the ‘disruptive’ startup Uber, where increasingly precarious workers are heavily regulated by the company they work for, with no rights.

Much feminist analysis of regulationism amounts to flawed and racialised panic about ‘trafficking explosions’, while complexity is lost in these conversations. The two-tier mechanism is simply another iteration of the exploitative mesh that traps so many migrants when they cross borders and must choose between poverty and illegal work. Criminalised working spaces are inherently vulnerable for the worker, and if migrants are barred by their immigration status from other forms of work, they are primed for exploitation at the hands of third parties in the illicit economy.

Traffickers, pimps, and clients alone do not produce all that is harmful in the sex industry. Any robust analysis of the failings of legalisation would be incomplete without recognising the role the state plays. Under legalisation, police and the criminal justice system still draw the same paycheques from prostitution they do elsewhere in the world, through fines and confiscating cash.

Regulating prostitution allows the state to have its cake and eat it too. On the one hand, it can punish unacceptable sex workers and seize their money. On the other hand, it enjoys the financial perks of a legal sex industry: business taxes on licensed brothels, income from tourism, and a reputation as a fantastic lads’ holiday destination.36

In the debate, there is often an uncomfortable clash of ‘sex workers’ rights’ and ‘consumer rights’, with these discussions uncritically framing the sex buyer as someone with a need for (or even a right to) sex. Regulationism says that the sex worker’s body must be regulated for the good of the client, rather than entrusting that workers will oversee healthcare for themselves.

Crediting the sex worker with the same trust bestowed on the client is incompatible with a perspective that sees ‘selling one’s body’ as a form of self-harm. In this worldview, sex workers represent aberrant bodies who must have medical intervention thrust upon them whether they want it or not.

Fighting the Power

‘All prostitution is evil’, German author and anti-prostitution feminist Alice Schwarzer said as she opened a conference-panel debate in Berlin in 2013. Unfurling banners and opening red umbrellas, fifty sex workers disrupted the event, hoping to draw attention to their first-hand experience of the topic at hand. Their flyers read, ‘Appeal to Strengthen the Rights of Sex Workers and to Improve Their Living and Working Conditions’. Schwarzer, undeterred, spoke over them into the mic: ‘Fold up your little umbrellas. You get your turn later. First we will speak now.’37

Germany’s ironically named Prostitutes Protection Act was vehemently opposed by sex worker led organisations before its implementation in 2016. Since then they have made repeated calls for the law to be repealed on human rights grounds. As German sex worker group Hydra e.V. puts it, ‘We reject it politically … [it] will drastically change the living and working conditions of people who do sex work.’38

Media coverage of Germany’s sex industry is often saturated with panic. The idea of ‘flat-rate brothels’ in ‘the bordello of Europe’ garners particular distaste, with little attention given to how this iteration of commercial sex might alter workers’ experiences.39 Some flat-rate brothels – where a client pays a one-time entrance charge and can see multiple workers – pay a guaranteed hourly wage rather than a client-based commission, meaning that while conditions are inevitably variable, these jobs can represent a stable income compared to most forms of sex work.40

Sex workers in the Netherlands face similar struggles. In 2015, the mayor of Amsterdam made efforts to stamp out prostitution. This included planning to close nearly a hundred workplaces and eroding privacy rights by collecting data on sex workers’ mental health.* On Labour Day, after eighteen red-light windows were closed down (with nearly eighty more set to follow), the workers who’d been made redundant took the city council to court. To draw attention to their case, they occupied one of the closed windows for a day, and later in the year more than 200 people marched through the streets to demand sex workers be given more power in policy discussions.41

In the UK, the strip-club industry is, in a sense, legalised in similar ways. Strip-club licensing is tightly regulated by local councils and extremely expensive. This came about in the 2010s in large part because anti–sex work feminists objected to permissive licensing – particularly in terms of what the existence of strip clubs symbolised for non-stripper women. Clubs now have to pay thirty thousand pounds annually for a licence. The clubs started to use ‘house fee’ systems and on-the-spot employee fines as a way to recoup the money they were newly losing to the licence fees, leading them to over-staff the clubs and forcing the dancers to share fewer customers for less money.42 In 2014, after a series of protests by a coalition of feminists and local residents, a strip club in London had its opening hours cut by the local council, who gloated about the ‘676 hours a year less objectification of women’.43 There was little interest in how 676 less hours of wages a year might feel for the club’s staff, none of whom were included in the campaigning.

Time and again, sex workers watch as mainstream feminist intervention and commentary neglects workplace power relations and the need to earn a living. In these analyses, forced health examinations are nothing to worry about, and making sex workers carry an ID around that reveals their real name to potential predators is fine. Schwarzer, despite identifying as an ‘abolitionist’, supports forced health checks and compulsory registration, while leading feminist Julie Bindel criticises regulationism as a legal model but suggests that the promise of registering prostitutes is one of its few redeeming features.44

Many anti-prostitution feminists envision state interference uncritically, as harmless for women or even as a form of protection. Writer Kat Banyard approvingly quotes a woman who tells her:


If it hadn’t been legal I wouldn’t have done it … as I wouldn’t rob an old lady or as I won’t steal at the shop or something like that. I wouldn’t have made this decision if it wouldn’t have been so easy and legal. I really had wished that it wasn’t legal and that the state – in Germany, you know we call the state ‘the father’ – and I really had the wish that the father had protected me from that with a good law.45



Setting aside the implication that a prostitute should be criminalised in the same way as someone who robs an old lady (a strange implication to find in an ostensibly feminist text), for women to ask the ‘father state’ for protection from what we might perceive to be our own ‘bad decisions’ is about as explicit an appeal to patriarchy as you can get. The word patriarchy literally translates to ‘rule by the fathers’ – or the ‘father state’, one might say.

Though these politics are incredibly frustrating and harmful to sex workers, it isn’t hard to see how they happen. Regulationism represents an understandable nightmare: that we are headed for a hyper-capitalist sexual dystopia where men profiteering from women’s prostitution is a legitimised, unstoppable industry and women’s bodies are cogs in the machine.

We don’t disagree that legalisation is bad. In fact, what we’d like very much to do is lead a more robust conversation with people like Bindel, Banyard, and Schwarzer about why and how exactly it is bad and what the alternatives are. To regulate and control sex workers – with the threat of punishment if they don’t comply – is to abandon the poorest and most vulnerable to the shadows. To these workers, legalisation is criminalisation, since the ability to work within the law is in practice beyond them. It’s tempting to imagine drunken, aggressive stag parties stumbling out of bars in Hamburg’s Reeperbahn or Amsterdam’s De Wallen red-light districts and think that only additional restrictions, penalties, and punishments will help. But penalties, however they manifest, only make the sex industry more dangerous for sex workers. Penalties mean taking power from workers and giving it to the police, employers, or clients.

Next, we will explore the ways in which lifting these laws – rather than adding more – can benefit workers.




8

No Silver Bullet: Aotearoa (New
Zealand) and New South Wales

Full Decriminalisation: A legal model that decriminalises the sex worker, the client, and third parties such as managers, drivers, and landlords and regulates the sex industry through labour law.


A few days after decriminalisation had passed, I attended Auckland district court with a Fa’afafine1 street sex worker who was the last person picked up for soliciting, on the eve of the third reading of the PRA [Prostitution Reform Act]. The judge looked at her charge sheet and declared, ‘Madam, you are no longer a criminal. Your offences no longer exist today. Prostitution is decriminalised. You are free to go’.

– Annah Pickering, New Zealand Prostitutes’ Collective (NZPC)2



As should be abundantly clear by now, most of the world’s prostitution law is not fit for purpose. Criminalising sex work isn’t working. At its core, exchanging sex for money – like migrancy, drug use, and abortion – is a legitimate and pragmatic human response to specific needs. Prohibiting it produces evasiveness and risk-taking among sex workers, driving them into the margins and exposing them to even more harm.

Many feminists present the Nordic model as ‘the answer’ to ‘the problem’, often without a critical assessment of its flaws (‘Sweden’s Prostitution Solution: Why Hasn’t Anyone Tried This Before?’),3 but no single piece of legislative reform – no matter its approach – can be a silver bullet for the many problems sex workers face.

The sex workers’ rights movement, too, often appears to clutch at magical solutions. The movement is at pains to express in the simplest of terms that what sex workers want – and urgently need – is decriminalisation. Sex workers brandish the example of New Zealand,* where the Prostitution Reform Act of 2003 (PRA) decriminalised sex work, as a talisman against the Nordic model: Not that law, this one. The logic is sound enough; if the problem is criminalisation, then it seems the answer must be decriminalisation.

Readers of this book, too, would be forgiven for hoping that this chapter might produce a watertight solution, a panacea where the dangers of prostitution can be swept away. For that to happen, however, it would have to actually be one singular problem rather than a matrix of oppressions that act together.

The two examples we have of decriminalisation in practice are New Zealand and New South Wales, Australia. The incomplete achievement of full decriminalisation – we’ll come back to this caveat – is the closest we have come to ideal sex work laws. New Zealand and New South Wales have discarded penalties for street work and brothel-keeping, allowing collectives of sex workers to work together, or in managed brothels. Employers are accountable to sex workers through labour law. This framework has won praise from women’s-rights organisations, human rights organisations, and international bodies like Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, UNAIDS, and the World Health Organisation.4

Ultimately, as we’ve indicated, neither New Zealand nor New South Wales goes far enough. While this is unquestionably landmark progress for sex workers’ rights, some of the most marginalised sex workers in these jurisdictions are still left behind, unable to enjoy full access to the freedoms granted to other workers when the new legislation was passed.5 Although the stigma of being a prostitute has lessened, a legal change in place for under twenty years has yet to undo the damage of the millennia that came before it. Some police power has been taken away, but sex workers still have little reason to trust the cops, whose job at a structural level continues to be to harass, surveil, and incarcerate the vulnerable, the poor, and the ‘troublesome.’ Successive right-wing governments have imposed austerity measures, and Māori, trans, youth and homeless populations are still over-policed and under-protected.6 Border laws mean that undocumented migrants must keep working illegally, and the failed war on drugs rumbles on. This all shapes a context where, tragically, the murder of sex workers has not ended.7

The Global Alliance Against Traffic in Women (GAATW) describes the New Zealand model as ‘contradictory’:


On the one hand, the decriminalisation of sex work is a protective factor against the exploitation of sex workers, since they have the right to challenge exploitation. However, the policy which prohibits migrant sex work means that not all sex workers fully benefit from decriminalisation … [It] is vital that [the benefits are] further strengthened by … extending rights to migrant sex workers who are holders of temporary permits.8



Nonetheless, the sex workers’ rights movement is clear in its demand for decriminalisation, with the New Zealand model as a starting point.* While there is much to say about what could be improved upon in New Zealand, none of it detracts from the evidence that criminalisation – of work, workplaces, clients – harms sex workers and must be lifted. The problems of the New Zealand model lie in the fact that some elements of criminalisation (such as the criminalisation of drugs, migration, and migrant sex work) remain, thus maintaining some of the harms present in any criminalised nation. This draws criticism from the anti-prostitution movement but, clearly, the solution to the problem of the remaining vestiges of criminalisation is not to retreat from decriminalisation.

With the privilege of uninterrupted space afforded to us in this chapter – so rarely afforded to sex working feminists attempting to discuss legal reform – we can explore what is effective in reducing harms in these iterations of decriminalisation. We can examine the usefulness of claiming these countries as a benchmark for nations where commercial sex, culture, economy and population may look very different. We can speak to a future where the full decriminalisation of sex work benefits sex workers around the world.

‘It’s Work, It’s Working’9

What is decriminalisation? Decriminalising prostitution is a process of overturning criminal laws (for example, soliciting) and administrative or civil orders (for example, ASBOs) that punitively target street work, collective work, employed work, advertising, and so on. These are the laws designed to punish workers and eradicate workplaces. In a decriminalised system, the sale, purchase, and facilitation of commercial sex has largely been shifted out of the realm of criminal law and into the framework of commercial and labour law. The purchase and facilitation of sexual services remain subject to the same reasonable laws on coercion, exploitation, bullying, assault, and rape that apply in other contexts.

In New Zealand, street-based sex workers can work with groups of friends, in brightly lit, central areas of their choosing, without fear that they or their clients will be arrested. Public-health researcher Lynzi Armstrong has found that ‘sex workers now feel more able to work … in well-lit, safer places’. Sex worker Claire says that prior to decriminalisation ‘we were in the darkest places … just real shady’ and contrasts this to the present, where ‘it changed … a lot of us had to hide before then’.10 Armstrong writes, that for street-based workers, the ‘screening process [of clients] is … less complex in a decriminalised context’.11

Ninety per cent of street-based sex workers interviewed for a review of the PRA commissioned by the New Zealand Ministry of Justice told researchers that they felt the law meant they had employment rights.12 Another ninety per cent felt they had occupational health and safety rights. Impressively, ninety-six per cent said they felt they had legal rights. (These high numbers are all the more impressive because they may well be better than for workers in other kinds of precarious labour. Call-centre work, for example, is ‘designed in a way that strips workers of their rights’.)13

Catherine Healy, the national coordinator and a founding member of the New Zealand Prostitutes’ Collective, speaks to this enhanced sense of power for the worker:


Decriminalisation means that people have a higher expectation of things working well and working properly … an expectation that things can be put right … ‘Who can I tell?’ is the first response instead of what we used to hear [before decriminalisation], like, ‘Well, there’s nothing we can do about it.’14



Indoor sex workers can work with friends from a shared flat as an informal co-operative without having to jump through bureaucratic hoops or fear raids or arrest. Both indoor and outdoor workers can communicate clearly and directly with clients regarding services, condom use, and money, without having to rush or use euphemisms.* As one worker said, ‘I tell them from the start what they can and can’t do, really’. Managers are accountable to labour laws designed to protect sex workers, and reporting a manager will not mean the loss of an entire workplace and job. Assaulting or abusing a sex worker – as an employer or as a client – remains criminalised (as does the assault or abuse of any worker), but the work of sex work is instead governed by the same labour laws and employment protections that apply to many other workplaces.

Sometimes people aren’t sure what employment protections might look like in the context of sex work. The idea of labour protections in brothels seems alien and strange, occasionally even risible. (Indeed, one conservative commentator objected to the term sex worker precisely on the grounds that it ‘suggests there’s a union, pension fund’ – an absurd definition of a worker given that many workplaces lack union representation, and, increasingly, a pension pot.)15 Needless to say, sex workers don’t find laughable the notion that they should have access to workplace protections and security. Some examples of labour rights that sex workers expect within a decriminalised context include protection from sexual harassment at work, adequate breaks on shifts and between shifts, a requirement for management to supply safer sex materials (and to back up workers in insisting on safer sex with clients), provisions barring workplace discrimination, and the right for sex workers to refuse clients and to receive support from their managers in doing so. Surveys have found that sex workers in all sectors feel more able to refuse clients since passage of the PRA, and workers in the managed sector are now far more likely to have actually done so.16 Are these laughable? Vicky, a managed sex worker in Wellington, says, ‘From what I hear from women … who worked before the law changed, it’s a lot better for us, and it’s a lot more open, and girls aren’t having to fight their own battles every night between clients and employers.’17

It is worth remembering that there is an intrinsic class tension in all workplaces – between the interests of managers or owners, and the interests of workers. The structural role of managers and owners is to extract as much profit as possible from the labour of employees. In theory, decriminalisation brought sex workers’ workplaces in New Zealand up to the legal level of other workplaces in terms of workers’ access to rights and safety. This is not to say, however, that decriminalisation has eliminated exploitation, any more than other workplaces (for example, restaurants or construction companies) are free of exploitation simply because they are not criminalised. Decriminalisation cannot wash away class conflict between the interests of management and employees; instead, it aims to mitigate the intense workplace exploitation that is propped up and fuelled by criminalisation.

To be able to work indoors with friends without fearing arrest adds to a worker’s power in their relationship with their manager. Ultimately, if they need to, the worker can leave and work with friends. This power is reflected in the data: since New Zealand implemented decriminalisation, fewer people are working for managers; more are working in shared flats with friends.18 (Managers even complain about this!)19 When working together is criminalised, predators can use the threat of arrest against workers, as we’ve seen throughout this book. In contrast, workers in New Zealand’s small co-op workplaces are not vulnerable to violent men using the law against them in this way. As a worker in this set-up told the Prostitution Law Reform Committee, ‘I feel more confident now I know I’ve got rights … there’s no fear now of being caught by police. It was difficult when I was younger. I felt like a criminal, and was less assertive.’20 Petal, another private worker, says,


I just think the biggest thing with the law change is … emotional support for the girls to say, ‘Yeah, you’re not doing anything wrong … you’re only doing a job.’ I think that’s the biggest thing … saying it’s not illegal … that’s what I like about the law. It’s supportive.21



New Zealand implemented some additional forms of regulation which – unlike German or Dutch laws – are designed with the benefit of sex workers in mind, rather than profiteering, control, or punishment. For example, one provision of the Prostitution Reform Act stipulates that if a sex worker wishes to leave the sex industry, they can access Social Security immediately, without facing the temporary penalty to which they would have been subject had they ‘voluntarily’ left another job.22

How did this come to be? In 1988, the New Zealand government started funding a newly formed sex worker led group: the New Zealand Collective of Prostitutes. The NZPC was funded as a health-promotion group; its founding basis was that sex workers should be able to ‘take control of their own health programmes as much as possible in order to determine the direction those programmes should take’. The NZPC immediately identified the criminalisation of prostitution as a serious problem in the lives of sex workers and pressured the government to set up a committee to investigate decriminalisation.23

Throughout the 1990s, the NZPC worked on bringing their bill to Parliament; in 2000, MP Tim Barnett brought forward a proposal to decriminalise sex work. It passed in 2003, significantly helped by the intervention of MP Georgina Beyer, a Māori trans woman and former street-based sex worker. Beyer told Parliament, ‘It would have been nice to know that … I might have been able to approach the authorities and say: “I was raped, and, yes, I’m a prostitute, and, no, it was not right that I should have been raped.”’24

The law was shaped by sex workers themselves. Beyond any one specific regulation, this was crucial – the extensive involvement of sex workers in putting together the law and the focus on the safety of people who sell sex are what distinguish decriminalisation from other legal models. Indeed, the text of the PRA describes its first priority as being to ‘safeguard the human rights of sex workers’.25 It is extremely unusual for legislation that deals with the sex industry to explicitly conceive of people who sell sex as having rights at all, other than the right to be rescued from being ‘sold’.

Toppling Police Power

Decriminalisation, first and foremost, displaces the police as the de facto regulators of sex work. This is their role in systems where some or all aspects of the sex industry are criminalised – in other words, in every legal system discussed so far in this book. Decriminalisation rolls back a police officer’s powers to make an unfair-but-lawful arrest and reduces their window of opportunity to bully, exploit, harass, extort, or assault a person with considerably less power.

Before decriminalisation, anti-prostitution policing in New Zealand and New South Wales was a litany of harms. A report into police corruption in New South Wales prior to decriminalisation found a ‘machismo’ culture ‘that permits sexism and glorifies the abuse of … heterosexual indulgences’, a ‘siege mentality’, and ‘a conservative stance in politics and morality’. In 1971, sex worker Shirley Brifman named thirty-four New South Wales and Queensland police who were extorting her and other sex workers. Brifman was later found dead. All the officers she’d accused were permitted to leave the service ‘hurt on duty’. Neither Brifman’s original allegations nor the exact cause of her death were ever fully resolved.26

In addition to making arrests for soliciting (primarily of trans and Māori workers), police officers exploited opportunities to abuse sex workers. Shania, a street-based worker in New Zealand, says, ‘Some would just be pricks and take you in and I think the worst thing was that you’d get taken in and then you’d have to go to court in the morning in your working gear … And it was … just like degrading.’27

What can decriminalisation do to address these harms? Bianca, a street-based sex worker, tells researchers, ‘I didn’t used to call the police, I would just call my friend … But now it’s changed … the police are watching out for the safety of us which is quite good.’28 Shannon, a street-based sex worker, describes a bad experience of reporting rape to the police prior to decriminalisation, saying, ‘Well, that was shit’, but adding that ‘now that the law’s changed it’s different … If it had been decriminalized back then, it would have been different.’29 Dora, a street-based trans woman in New Zealand, says,


You can work now. That made me feel safer; it made me feel better about the police. I used to hide from them before … [especially after] being done for soliciting … but I mean I feel much better about being on the street, just more legitimate, just more like ‘yeah I’m allowed to be here’.30



This is reflected in the data: 65 per cent of street-based sex workers told researchers that they felt the police had improved as a result of the law, and about 70 per cent that they feel ‘most or all’ cops now look out for their safety.31 This unusually positive sex worker–cop relationship made headlines around the world in 2014, when it was reported that a police officer had helped a woman get the money that she was owed by a client – by escorting the client to a cash machine. The police spokesperson told journalists, ‘It sounds remarkable but it is a routine thing. Police would help any citizen having a disagreement whether they were a sex worker or working in a pizza shop.’32

It’s important not to get carried away. The New Zealand model hasn’t solved every problem. GAATW observe that, in not going far enough with decriminalising sex work, the New Zealand model fails to protect migrants:


The prohibition of migrants engaging in sex work has created a contradictory context in which New Zealand–born sex workers enjoy the benefits of a work context that is characterised by openness and transparency, while migrant sex workers are essentially forced ‘underground’ and are vulnerable to exploitation and violence as a result.33



Migrants in New Zealand say that their criminalisation makes reporting crimes difficult, and they report precarious and exploitative working conditions.34 Sex worker Amy explains how she has encountered this kind of pressure: ‘One client will say … they will think that you don’t have a proper visa here and they will say … give them a good service and if not, they will tell the police.’35 Clients and employers alike are able to prey on their precarious status.

Healy, from the NZPC, says, ‘I think it’s important to remember that … the law facilitates the conditions that are required for trafficking by rendering the sex workers who are working as migrants illegal … the concern is very, very real.’36

In a recent survey of sex workers in New Zealand, 3 per cent had been raped by a client in the last year, and the majority of that 3 per cent had not reported it to the police. Street-based workers were more likely than indoor workers to be victimised, and significantly less likely to report.37 This is unsurprising; street-based sex workers are both more likely than others to have mental health problems and more likely to use drugs.38 In other words, they are more likely to have fewer resources and to be living within a nexus of stigmatised and still-criminalised experiences and communities. As with many nations, the shortcomings of New Zealand’s criminal justice system mean that complainants who use drugs or are mentally ill are more likely to be disbelieved at the time of initial reporting and more likely to be knocked back (or to step away) from the system.39 This is not specific to sex workers: the vast majority of survivors of sexual violence, both in New Zealand and around the world, do not report their experiences to the police. Survivors are well aware that the criminal justice system is more often a site of further trauma than a site of healing or justice.

Sex workers have many reasons to mistrust the police. Decriminalisation addresses one of those reasons. As street worker Sally tells researchers, ‘I don’t really relate well to [the police] … But I’ve never had a problem when I’m out [working]. They’re really good. They’re just like “are you alright?” and you know, they’ve never asked for my name.’40 Fellow sex worker Hollie says, ‘I still don’t trust them. I mean a cop’s a cop. But yeah, they try and talk to me and make sure I’m alright and I’m just like “yeah just leave me alone, I’m fine.”’41 Decriminalisation has given sex workers like Hollie and Sally the power to keep the police at arm’s length. Pania also speaks to this theme, saying, ‘They come round heaps but like they all know what I’m doing. They see me and they’ll just blabber or something. And I’m like “well can you go away now. You’re going to stop a client from coming”. And they’re all good about it.’42

The power to keep the police at arm’s length is a power that criminalisation largely denies to sex workers and other over-policed populations all over the world. However, New Zealand sex workers appear to have and exercise this power to avoid police intrusion at least some of the time. No change in law can fundamentally alter the attitude of a police officer – and they will continue to symbolise intrusive violence to the poorest and most vulnerable – but decriminalising prostitution offences explicitly removes one of the tools in their arsenal. Police officers in decriminalised jurisdictions find that an avenue to exploit or bully is ‘closed off’ to them – a strategy far more effective and radical than trying to ‘sensitize’ machismo outlooks and siege mentalities.43

It is closing off avenues to abuse – by rolling back police power – that will reduce harms against sex workers. This must be implemented with a slew of other reforms that address the other vulnerabilities of over-policed populations, such as Indigenous sex workers, and sex workers of colour. Those who will continue to be treated as troublesome and disorderly – like drug users, queer youth, migrants, or homeless people – know that decriminalisation is not enough by itself. As Alex Vitale writes, ‘Reforming police forces to make them better trained, more accountable, and less racist are all laudable goals. But they leave intact the basic institutional functions of the police, which have never really been about public safety or crime control.’44 When people like drug users and sex workers are made vulnerable by the denial of their basic human rights, and when an officer can easily gain cash or sexual gratification from their compromised position, it is not enough to hope that those tasked with controlling their lives will simply be nice.

Feminist Scepticism

Debunking the misconception that decriminalising sex work is the same thing as legalising it is one of the biggest frustrations of sex worker advocacy. The two words are deceptively close in what they suggest, and many people use one in error when they mean to use the other. The thinking is understandable: Surely both terms simply mean something is legal? So it’s worth going over the difference once more. Decriminalisation positions workers within the sex trades as primarily rights-holders who need additional support, while legalisation or regulationism (as seen in the previous chapter) positions prostitutes as unruly, alarming, and needing to be controlled through specific punitive measures. What flows from the perspective of decriminalisation is a system where the knowledge, safety, and rights of people who sell sex are prioritised – and, in order to do this, the regulations placed on the sex industry are shaped by sex workers themselves.

As well as genuine error, this ‘mix-up’ is often a useful bit of lexical sleight of hand. One anti-prostitution journalist, for example, writes, ‘If you think decriminalisation will make prostitution safe, look at Germany’s mega brothels’ – an incoherent argument that smears the failings of the latter onto the former.45 The New Zealand model is often dismissed out of hand, with opponents paradoxically arguing that giving workers’ rights to people who sell sex will increase the exploitation of prostitutes.

New Zealand’s approach to sex work stokes fears among anti-prostitution feminists. They often worry that if prostitution were decriminalised, job seekers would be forced into prostitution by job centres or at high-school careers fairs.46 In reality, no such thing happens. New Zealand job centres do not display sex industry–related job ads, and forcing sex workers to start or stay in sex work – including under the threat of losing out on unemployment benefits – is banned.47 The Prostitution Reform Act states that ‘A person’s benefit, or entitlement to a benefit, under the Social Security Act 1964 may not be cancelled or affected in any other way by his or her refusal to work, or to continue to work, as a sex worker.’48

This is not an unfamiliar system; in the UK, working in a strip club or on a webcam is completely legal, yet jobs in strip clubs or on webcams are not foisted onto job seekers or high-school students. The current legal status of porn and peep-shows does not result in office-job candidates being obliged to provide a lap-dance or naked selfies in a job interview.

Decriminalised prostitution, it is argued, would mean no sex workers could ever be protected from sexism and abuse in the workplace. The national director for the Nordic Model Australia Commission asks, ‘What can police do if sexual harassment is part of your working conditions? You can report rape, but it’s already a form of rape.’49

Recognising something as a job in some contexts and sexual harassment in others is something we, as feminists, collectively manage to do all the time. For example, it is already part of some people’s jobs to give massages, but if you do an office job and your boss asks you for a massage, that is harassment. Such an occurrence is not a legitimate argument against allowing people to sell massages.

It is striking and painful that these concerns about sexual harassment are so back-to-front. Far from failing to grant such protections to sex workers, decriminalisation is the only measure that can start to make these workplaces protections possible. Far from making the concept legally meaningless, decriminalisation extends protections against workplace sexual harassment to sex workers. In some ways, the repeated construction of ‘all sex work is rape’ is reminiscent of sexist teenage boys ‘joking’ about whether the sexual assault of a prostitute constitutes rape or ‘theft’: both rely on the idea that, because you sell sex, it is intrinsically absurd to imagine that society might recognise harm to you as a real violation.

In fact, in 2014 a sex worker in a brothel in New Zealand took her manager to an employment tribunal for sexual harassment and won her case. Such a ruling would be unimaginable anywhere that sex workers’ workplaces are criminalised. There is no labour law in a criminalised workplace. The tribunal ruling in the case commented, ‘Sex workers are as much entitled to protection from sexual harassment as those working in other occupations … Sex workers have the same human rights as other workers.’50

Some feminist reservations about decriminalisation seem at times to be a little out of touch with sex workers’ lives. One campaigner, for example, worries that under the New Zealand model, we’d be obliged to pay taxes and that ‘as a regular “worker” … she could be pursued [for non-payment] by the tax authorities’.51 Sex workers actually already are obliged to deal with taxes and tax penalties, whether their work is legal or illegal, including in the UK currently, and in the Nordic countries whose laws she is advocating.52 To be treated as ‘a regular worker’ under decriminalisation might mean that sex workers have the opportunity to benefit from their contributions in the form of labour rights and workplace protections, benefits currently denied to them as taxpayers in Britain, Sweden and Norway.

Even if some fears are misplaced it is nonetheless crucial for us to examine decriminalisation with a rigorous eye. Will people who are struggling in the sex trade under decriminalisation get meaningful assistance to leave or otherwise change their situation? And what does ‘meaningful assistance’ look like?

In New Zealand, the single strongest initiative to help people leave sex work is that sex workers do not receive a ‘voluntary unemployment’ penalty upon quitting, and so can apply for benefits immediately.53 Other than this (and that decriminalisation removes the obvious impediment of a criminal record for prostitution), it is unclear whether enough has been done to make provisions for people who want to transition into new work, aside from a handful of shelters run by religious groups, NGOs, or individuals.54

Lauren, a sex worker and activist who has worked in both the UK and New Zealand, says, ‘I feel like it’s difficult to separate [a shortage of funding for services] from a broader social context in New Zealand, where homelessness is extremely high, and domestic violence services for migrant women have been cut and years of neoliberal government has destroyed social welfare.’55 As we saw in the example of Sweden in the previous chapter, inadequate provision in this area is not unique to New Zealand’s sex work model. It could easily apply in the UK – where cuts to welfare and services are increasingly harsh.

Sex workers’ needs are diverse and cannot be assumed or scooped up with limited pockets of ‘exit’ funding. In South Africa, for example, people in the sex trade identify intersecting health issues such as TB, HIV and mental illness as factors that impede their ability to leave sex work.56 Indigenous sex workers of Canadian group Sex Workers United Against Violence note that services should reflect their specific needs as Indigenous people, such as funding to Indigenous communities for self-administered education and vocational training, and other programmes related to housing, health, income assistance and childcare that are based in Indigenous traditions.57

This form of specialised support often comes from within the community. Vancouver-based organiser Kerry Porth says ‘sex work support organisations have been supporting women to exit sex work forever and we generally do that off the side of our desk and without there being any specific funding for it.’58 This is not a burden that should be placed on sex workers and other communities – it is incumbent upon the government to fund non-judgmental support services that meet the needs of sex workers on their terms, rather than forcing solutions on them that weren’t asked for, or stigmatising them as lazy, damaged, or sinful.

Some feminists are concerned that decriminalisation will make it harder to tackle exploitation and punish abusers. On the contrary: it is criminalisation which means that sex workers must hide from the police for fear of penalties such as arrest, eviction, or deportation.59 Abusers know that sex workers cannot call on the state for help and are unlikely to be taken seriously in the occasional instances that we do. The criminalisation of prostitution drives violence against all women; criminalised sex workers become a ‘training ground’ where violent men can experiment with perpetrating violence, safe in the knowledge that their targets are unable to protect themselves or to get justice. Having ‘practiced’ on sex workers, such men often then move on to non–sex working women – a pattern we see in predators like Peter Sutcliffe and Adrian Bayley.

Many worry that if we allow the sex industry to exist without prohibition, we are condoning it and it will proliferate. This concern arguably reveals an unspoken belief that keeping prostitution dangerous – through making it illegal – acts as a useful downward pressure what might otherwise be an ‘unchecked’ tendency to sell sex. (Occasionally, this ‘unspoken’ belief is spoken: when sex workers met with the Irish justice minister to argue that criminalisation would make them less safe, the minister responded by observing that sex workers’ increased vulnerability to violence would at least deter women from entering the trade.)60

It is worth noting that the number of sex workers in New Zealand has remained stable – the ‘explosion’ predicted in some quarters has not materialised.61 There is no evidence that changes to criminal law – including its removal – have a significant impact on the numbers of people who sell sex. As sex worker Jenny tells researchers,


I’ve worked illegally in other jobs, you know, I’ve worked under the table and that sort of thing. So … I guess I would say I probably would have done it [sex work] anyway. But, you know, I certainly felt that because it was legal … I felt more safer about it.62



Nonetheless, conversations in feminist spaces become a tug-of-war. One anti-prostitution feminist organisation comments, ‘There are no advantages to sending the message to men that women and girls are commodities to be bought. The disadvantages to a society that sends this message, however, are severe and very difficult to reverse.’63 At the other end of this argument lies the unheard voice of sex workers like Pania, who speaks to the actual result of punitive ‘messaging’: ‘I’ve had clients who have come from countries where it’s illegal to be a client, and they have been on edge, scared, and difficult to manage.’64 Whose worries, then, are to be given more weight? The relatively abstract anxieties of non-prostitute women about ‘messaging’, or the everyday, practical needs of working class people who want their work to be safer? The latter choice is the essence of harm reduction.

Real, daily violence against sex workers happening all over the world today cannot be held up for comparison with a feminist forecast of a yet-to-happen future. Compare these concerns to the reality under prohibition, in which criminalising sex work has come nowhere near eradicating commercial sex, and violence is seen as a hazard of the job. The criminalisation of sex work and the ‘messaging’ flowing from it – that ‘women’s bodies are not for sale’ – clearly has not prevented people from Stockholm to New York to Harare from selling sex. It should be obvious that the real message of criminalisation is that people who sell sex exist outside of safety, rights, or justice.

Still, one anti-prostitution writer grapples unsuccessfully with the concept of harm reduction,


Will wearing a condom reduce the impact of rape? … If I ‘consent’ to letting a man penetrate me … but he doesn’t give me chlamydia in the process, does that mean what happened to me is ok? That I should feel good about it? That society should turn away? … Why is it that they refuse to admit that the harm of prostitution cannot be dealt with through condoms and brothels?65



Those asking these questions would do well to consider posing them – with respect and compassion – to current sex workers who’ve survived sexual violence or who live with HIV. They, and not those pontificating in the abstract, are best placed to say whether condoms and brothels are immaterial to them during their continued time in the sex trade.

It is not a new idea to work on smaller measures to mitigate immediate harms, while at the same time working towards more radical solutions that target the root of the problem. Feminist campaigners protest for access to abortion while at the same time organising for better sex education, more money for mothers, and increased access to contraception. We fight tooth and nail for more domestic-violence shelters while at the same time working towards a world where domestic violence no longer occurs. We work towards a world without borders while at the same time organising against specific incursions by immigration enforcement into homes, schools, and hospitals.

This process is perhaps slower than many anti-prostitution feminists would like. For these commentators, nothing short of complete and rapid abolition of prostitution is radical enough. But to decriminalise sex work is to treat as important the immediate, material safety of people who are selling sex. In that, decriminalisation is a deeply radical demand, far more so than throwing the world’s poorest sex workers to the wolves in an attempt to annihilate the sex industry through increased policing.

Dudu Dlamini, a sex worker in South Africa, understands the far-reaching impact decriminalisation will have. Describing her fears as she prepares to advocate for decriminalisation in a trade union meeting, she recounts,


I thought about all the bad things that are happening in the streets because of criminalisation. What if my daughter joins the sex industry and these bad things happen to her? If I don’t say these things to these people they won’t support decriminalisation, and then what about my daughter?66



Decriminalising sex work will not solve all the injustices of the world: that is too huge a problem for any one legislative change. But it will make people who are selling sex, right now and tomorrow, safer while they are doing what they need to in order to survive. That is profoundly worthwhile. As Joyce, a sex worker in New Zealand, says, ‘It changed the whole street, it’s changed everything. So it was worth it.’67




Conclusion


The likelihood that your acts of resistance cannot stop the injustice does not exempt you from acting in what you sincerely and reflectively hold to be the best interests of your community.

– Susan Sontag1

Each of us must find our work and do it. Militancy no longer means guns at high noon, if it ever did. It means actively working for change, sometimes in the absence of any surety that change is coming.

– Audre Lorde2



In the autumn of 2016, the two of us and a colleague attended a feminist conference in Glasgow. A somewhat hostile but curious woman came over to speak with us. She ran an NGO, it turned out, that defended the rights of migrant women across Europe, and she wanted to talk to us about the men – the punters. Weren’t they disgusting, she wanted to know. How could we disagree that they should be punished? We agreed that clients are often bad, but explained that punishing them produces harms for people who sell sex. We mentioned the evictions of sex workers in Nordic countries. Our interlocutor agreed that these evictions are real; women are thrown out of their houses in Scandinavia, yes. In fact, she told us, migrant women come to her NGO complaining that they have been thrown out of flats or hotels in Sweden, sometimes in the middle of the night. She continued, a note of derision entering her voice: ‘When that happens, I just think to myself’, she told us, mimicking her interactions with these evicted women, ‘I just think, lucky you: at least you’re not murdered’. She rolled her eyes at us.

We aren’t asking you to love the sex industry. We certainly don’t. We are asking that your disgust with the sex industry and with the men – the punters – doesn’t overtake your ability to empathise with people who sell sex. A key struggle that sex workers face in feminist spaces is trying to move people past their sense of what prostitution symbolises, to grapple with what the criminalisation of prostitution materially does to people who sell sex. People in these spaces see abstractions like ‘objectification’ and ‘sexualisation’ as universally relatable everywoman concerns. When we point out that the policies which flow from such discussions often lead to sex workers being evicted or deported, we are seen as raising ‘niche’ issues – or as obtusely unable to understand the ‘bigger picture’.3 We need to push our sisters to grapple with the ‘niche’ questions. Nobody can build a better, more feminist world by treating sex workers’ current material needs – for income, for safety from eviction, for safety from immigration enforcement – as trivial.

Both carceral and liberal forms of feminism are attractive because they offer seemingly easy answers to complex problems. Women’s work is underpaid and undervalued? Ask for that raise! Sexual violence is endemic? Fund more cops! There’s commercial sex online? Pass legislation to kick sex workers off the internet! Carceral feminism even styles itself as radical in doing so: radically uncompromising with male sexual entitlement, radically seeking to ‘burn down’ the sex industry.4 Such radicalism evaporates on closer examination: cops are not feminist. The mainstream feminist movement is correct in identifying prostitution as a patriarchal institution; they conveniently miss that policing is, too. Attempting to eradicate commercial sex through policing does not tackle patriarchy; instead, it continues to produce harassment, arrest, prosecution, eviction, violence, and poverty for those who sell sex.

The Nordic model sweeps trafficking under the rug. Poverty and barriers to legal migration are what create vulnerability for migrants; arresting clients and sending undocumented people home on the next flight does nothing to remedy this. Although it purports to take away the power of abusers, no solution that comes in the form of increased power to the police can be a good substitute for putting power in the hands of sex workers themselves.

People in the sex trade should not be the focus of the anti-trafficking movement, but its leaders. Not even the staunchest anti-prostitution activist has a better incentive to tackle violence and exploitation in the sex industry than someone who’s selling sex. A Global Alliance Against Traffic in Women notes that


This divisiveness within the field has deprived global anti-trafficking efforts of a crucial ally, who could dramatically improve the outcomes of the anti-trafficking response through its valuable insider knowledge of the industry, the people involved in it, and the conditions of work.5



Prostitute activism is never given the foreground in the mainstream anti-trafficking movement, and some would consider the very idea absurd – but if they were given the chance, sex workers could capably lead by example.

‘First, Do No Harm’6

In Myanmar, the AIDS Myanmar Association (AMA – ama is the Burmese word for ‘big sister’) sees poverty and financial disempowerment as a key driver of trafficking in the sex industry, so they provide training on financial management and assistance obtaining identity cards and opening a bank account. Founding member Kay Thi Win says,


Our dream is of a sex-worker-led organisation: for the community, with the community and done by the community. AMA is a fully sex-worker-led organisation and we can make our own decisions based on need. We are standing by our independence from other organisations and we know best the problems and issues of our daily life as sex workers … We believe that money is power.7



Members of the Durbar Mahila Samanwaya Committee (DMSC), a sex worker group in West Bengal, formed thirty-three small committees around the state, called self-regulatory boards (SRBs). Each committee has six sex workers, along with a local councillor and four other health- and labour-sector professionals. In the space of three years, more than two thousand people in the sex trade were screened by their local SRBs, with just under 10 per cent of them considered to be ‘minors or unwilling adults’. They were offered assistance and support to leave their situation, including being accompanied to their home by another sex worker or housed in DMSC accommodation. Other sex workers screened were provided with counselling, health care, and the option to join peer-led community schemes designed to reduce sex workers’ vulnerability. One of these is a bank run entirely for and by sex workers, which combats debt bondage by helping sex workers open accounts and save money.8

Bharati De of DMSC comments that mainstream anti-trafficking ‘rescue’ style interventions are


simply too small in scale to be of any real use. There are organisations offering training to sex workers in stitching, sewing, candle-making and so on, with which they can make only around two to three thousand rupees per month, but a sex worker today, even without a family, needs a minimum of five thousand rupees to live in Kolkata.9



The feminist movement should be paying attention to groups like DMSC: they pose a significant threat to exploitative pimps. Only a few decades ago, the entirety of the sex industry in Sonagachi, a large red-light district in Kolkata, was controlled by mercenary gangs headed by hadiya, or madams. Through the power of collective bargaining and union meetings, DMSC has brought 80 per cent of Sonagachi’s brothel bosses to heel: they now abide by a fairer fee and commission system.10

Indian sex worker group Veshya Anyay Mukti Parishad (VAMP) is coming up with similar solutions. They formed special taskforces called Thanta Mukti Samithis – (TMS) or Conflict Redress Committees – that intervene when a sex worker is being harassed or exploited in and out of the workplace. Global Alliance Against Traffic in Women observed that through the TMS process, a madam (brothel owner) raised a dispute with a pimp who tried to bring a minor to her workplace. The minor was reunited with her parents and given counselling and support in making a police referral. Meanwhile the pimp’s details and description were shared among the TMS groups in neighbouring areas.

Thai group Empower also adopts a pragmatic approach to dealing with managers. Som, a migrant sex worker who attended their English language classes, eventually disclosed that her employer was restricting her movements, docking her wages, and had confiscated her passport. She was scared to antagonise the employer by attempting to run away and leave her travel debt unpaid, as he knew where her family lived. She was also frightened of detainment or deportation, and refused to make a report or identify herself as a trafficking victim to the police. She actually wished to continue doing sex work and repaying her debt, but with more freedom and flexibility in her working conditions. She asked Empower for backup in negotiating this with her boss, and they successfully helped her establish a new agreement with him; the same repayment schedule, but working independently elsewhere.

There is a sense among carceral feminists that justice has not been served if there are no bad guys in jail, but a community-led approach means putting sex workers first. GAATW comments: ‘The solutions are not always obvious or conventional; in some cases sex workers have to get creative in order to find the best, ‘first, do no harm’ solution to the concrete situation.’11

These practical and effective approaches are a world away from ill-conceived and abusive ‘humanitarianism’ sometimes forced onto sex workers in the global south. For example, sex workers in Cambodia and India are regularly subjected to ‘raid and rescue’ operations, in which women seized from brothels are assigned minimum wage jobs in garment factories.* Sex workers simply want to be asked what they think is best for them, rather than being forcibly rescued from the life they are trying to build for themselves. As the slogan of Cambodian sex worker group Women’s Network for Unity states, ‘Don’t Talk to Me about Sewing Machines, Talk to Me about Workers’ Rights’.12

No Throwaway People

Sex workers’ rights cannot be disentangled from other rights movements. Human rights for all sex workers means tackling injustice across a broader spectrum than just prostitution law, and so decriminalisation is one step on a long route. For example, as we saw in chapter 4, the war on drugs is a sex-worker issue. If some brothel workers can take their boss to court for wage theft, but these same workers are still spending every penny of those wages on dangerous drugs that could be made cheap and safe, then our movement has much further to go.

Likewise, as chapter 3 made clear, borders are a sex worker issue. Our movement’s work isn’t finished if the police are letting some sex workers go about their business on the stroll but arresting and deporting their migrant colleagues. Stigma and discrimination in the wider health care system, too, are sex worker issues. It’s going to take more than a sex worker friendly STD clinic to remedy the many other ways sex workers have been failed by racist, transphobic, and ableist medical gatekeeping.

For as long as people continue to navigate the margins by selling sex, all the social issues affecting them are sex workers’ rights issues. As former sex worker Janet Mock writes, ‘We will not be free until those most marginalized, most policed, most ridiculed, pushed out and judged are centered. There are no throwaway people.’13

These frontiers are key for sex worker activists because decriminalisation alone will not ‘solve’ the things that marginalise people and drive them into sex work. Decriminalising sex work will not suddenly make anyone less poor; sex work is an effective strategy for resisting poverty, but it doesn’t address poverty systematically. Neither criminalising nor decriminalising the sex industry eradicates, for example, homelessness; the way to end homelessness is to get people into stable and affordable housing, with support that’s appropriate to them.14 What the removal of criminal law can do is help ensure that people are safer while they’re doing what they need to do, right now, to survive.15 Decriminalisation can also simply prevent life getting worse for sex workers, unlike all other models we have considered.

Decriminalisation needs to be implemented in tandem with other vital policies that remedy the precarity of marginalised sex workers. The idea that it would work by itself is a self-serving expression of the interests of privileged sex workers whose lives would be more or less fine if they had access to labour rights in the sex industry. For them, criminalisation is the only problem, so lifting that criminalisation is enough. Just as we remind non–sex working feminists that there is more to sex workers’ struggle than bad clients, so too should the sex worker movement be aware that, for poor sex workers, for migrant sex workers, for disabled sex workers, and many more, it is not enough to overturn soliciting laws or brothel-keeping laws.

Our movement must centre the experiences and the activism of sex workers of colour, who bear the brunt of extreme interpersonal and state violence. The lives of these workers, particularly Black women, are often seen as disposable. The novelist and poet Aya de Leon writes, ‘In an era where we in the US fight for the idea that Black Lives Matter, to be Black and female, African and a sex worker, is to inhabit a location of deepest neglect and disregard.’16 Whether African, African-American, or members of the African and Caribbean diasporas, Black sex workers suffer from the violent alignment of racialised poverty, societal stigma, and abandonment and abuse at the hand of the police. This compounds the violence committed against them when perpetrators receive the signal that Black prostitutes are nobody’s priority and can be brutalised without accountability. Black sex workers continue to be incarcerated, deported, and evicted simply for trying to survive.

Advocates for decriminalisation must take care not to over-emphasise the potential of small changes in policing. Decriminalising sex work will not magically end police profiling of Black people – all it can do is roll back police powers in specific ways and give sex workers some recourse when police over-step those powers. We should be wary of harsh bylaws that effectively re-criminalise sex workers, devolving power back to police officers by a different route. Where police still retain power over sex workers via routes other than prostitution law (for example, the prosecution of migrants or those in possession of drugs), they abuse it.17

Sex worker advocates need not feel defensive about this realistic view of decriminalisation. The limits of legal reform are not unique to sex work. Spousal-rape law reform has not ended rape in marriage. Nor has access to legal abortion achieved complete reproductive justice. These measures are just the necessary first steps on a longer route that all feminists should be travelling in collaboration. Decriminalisation is necessary but not sufficient for sex worker justice, just as abortion access is crucial but not sufficient for reproductive justice.

Our position is not that the sex industry is valuable or desirable in itself. As feminists, we know the misogyny and violence we’ve experienced in the sex trade to be abhorrent. But the humane abolition of sex work can only happen when marginalised people no longer have to sustain themselves through the sex industry; when it is no longer necessary for their survival.

To make sex work unnecessary, there is much work to do: winning rights for freedom of movement, labour rights, access to services and to work without threat of deportation, employment alternatives, better welfare provisions, cheaper housing, support services for single mothers, and so on. If everybody had the resources they needed, nobody would need to sell sex.

To be impatient with this goal is to deprioritise the physical and economic safety of sex workers while continuing to use them as cannon fodder in the fight against patriarchy. Hoping for instant abolition and harm eradication by knocking ‘the problem’ of prostitution on the head with criminalisation is in itself harmful. Instead, a strategy of harm reduction through decriminalisation would make sex work safer right now. If we are then able to end poverty and borders (and the litany of other ills discussed here), sex work might indeed whither away and effectively be abolished for all but the small number who genuinely love it.

‘The Terrorism That Is Practiced by the Man and by Individual Men’18

Be wary of liberalism. It is not enough to consider yourself an ally of sex workers if your politics remain a mere defence of ‘equality and respect’ or the freedom ‘to do with one’s body as one wishes’.

Not that there is anything objectionable about ideas like this. In homes and workplaces, benign rhetoric about stigmatised and outcast groups being ‘just like everyone else’ can be an effective antidote to social ostracism. Representation is also a powerful political tool; a blockbuster movie with a relatable sex worker character could go a long way in fighting a cultural fondness for ‘dead hooker’ jokes. At any level, tackling stigma against sex workers is crucial work.

However, those who support sex workers’ rights – and indeed, even some sex workers – often understand the struggle to be only about fighting stigma, better representation, achieving ‘acceptance’, and securing respect for what we do.

When Swedish sex worker and activist Jasmine, whom we discuss in chapter 2, was stabbed to death by the father of her children, her death triggered a protest outside the Swedish Embassy in London. Sex workers gathered to raise awareness about their opposition to the sexköpslagen, with signs saying ‘Stigma Kills’. Stigma did, of course, kill her – her killer stigmatised her as worthless and disposable, as many women are stigmatised.

But this is only part of the picture. At the time of her death, Jasmine had been locked in an acrimonious dispute with her former partner to regain custody of her children, who had been removed from her and given to her abusive ex-partner on the grounds that she was an unfit mother. In the eyes of Swedish social workers, her job as an escort was evidence for this assessment. By giving the children to him, the state aggravated the situation, forcing Jasmine to continue to meet with him in order to see her children. It was during one these meetings that he fatally stabbed her.

It’s not enough to locate the blame for Jasmine’s death solely in the violence of her ex-partner or to dismiss it as unrelated to prostitution law, as some feminist commentators have.19 He murdered her, but in a context where the state of Sweden ignored and tacitly condoned his history of violence. Jasmine’s life and death show how misogyny and oppressive state mechanisms work in tandem.

Ending violence against women requires interrogating the full extent of how it operates. Everyone can understand a loaded gun and the damage it can cause. But who has the licence to carry the gun? Who can use it with impunity? When and why were they bestowed this power? These things are just as important as the murderous intentions of the person pulling the trigger. We must tackle gender-based violence at a human level and find a different strategy for upending the systems that underpin it – and some of these solutions will overlap. It is crucial to understand the symbiotic coexistence of these mechanisms and not divert all attention to one ‘fix’.

Representation is a feminist issue, and campaigns to get women into boardrooms, into government cabinets, and onto banknotes are all very well. For some, the link from representation to stigma or respect is clear. The symbol of the woman-as-president may well help someone look more credible as the only woman on a board of directors.

But all this is ineffectual without a material analysis of working class lives. To only examine the way sex workers are represented in society – instead of the mechanisms of their oppression – is a politics of gesture. We could see sex workers fighting stigma by starring in Netflix shows, living in the White House – or even appearing on banknotes – but without real legislative and economic change, the most marginalised people will continue to hide from cop cars in the shadows, sleep on the streets, and languish in prison cells and detention centres.

‘Power to Prostitute Women All Over the World – Power to All Women’20

At the beginning, we said this book would not be a personal memoir or a tale of empowerment. Empowerment is a word that comes up a lot in discussions of sex work. It is overused to the point of satire (often in media depictions of middle class sex workers), to talk about sexual rebellion, the thrill of sudden cash, or the so-called free choice of the individual to sell sex. These flippant conversations frame having sex for money as an inherently empowering thing. This liberal perspective – that one person’s ability to profit off their own sexual objectification can magically overturn the status quo for all – leaves many feminist critics dubious.*

We too are critical of glib descriptions of ‘empowerment’ or ‘choice’. Whilst it is up to each sex worker to describe their own experiences (and knowing that such arguments are often a defensive response to stigma), we share the view of other feminists who observe that prostitution is generally contextualised by a lack of choices, not an abundance.

‘Empowerment’ is a red herring. We see it deployed as clickbait in headlines like ‘Is Sex Work Empowering or Enslaving?’, ‘I Became an Escort to Empower Myself, but It Only Crushed My Soul’, ‘It Happened to Me: I Was an Escort for Eight Years, Believing It Would Empower Me, and It Didn’t’, or ‘Sex Worker and Mother: Yes, I AM Empowered by My Job’.21 These invocations of personal feeling distract from a far more complicated conversation – about colonialism, capitalism, and patriarchy.

Unfortunately for sex workers, the push to bring these structures back into focus often seems to come with a side order of bile. Critiques of ‘choice feminism’ almost inevitably escalate towards scathing judgment in which the work prostitutes do is not ‘real work’ and the legitimate economic arguments for their strategies are not only not radical but contemptible or traitorous. Journalist Meghan Murphy writes, ‘Your “freedom” to make “choices” may well represent your feelings of personal empowerment in your own life, but in no way does this liberate anyone but you and, in fact, your “choice” may exist at the expense of another woman’s oppression.’22

This type of statement is rarely applied to women’s ‘choice’ to take jobs propping up the carceral state. One anti-prostitution feminist, for example, takes to the familiar confessional mode to offer up an essay which could easily have been titled, ‘It Happened to Me: I Loved Jail, and You Will Too’. The essayist writes that her experiences, ‘thankfully, led me to jail’, adding, ‘I never expected that jail would be my saving grace. Now I hope to make it the same for more victims like me.’23 At the end of the essay, it is revealed that the author now works as a prosecutor. When sex workers write these kinds of personal essays – ‘I Sold Foot Porn to Fund My Way through College!’ – they are inevitably told, ‘It may have been okay for you, but do you really think your experience is representative? Think of the women harmed in this system.’ If ever an essay was crying out for such a response, surely it is this glowing review of arrest and jail. However, mainstream feminism seems more comfortable asking these questions of cam-girls than of prosecutors.

Sex workers are subject to disproportionate scapegoating in this regard. One ostensibly feminist anti-prostitution organisation suggests that prostitution causes significant environmental damage, highlighting sex workers’ use of medications (presumably oral contraceptives) and make-up.24 By contrast, we do not see such widespread contempt for feminists who seek to navigate the patriarchal marriage contract as best they can. Nor should we. Not everyone has the resources to tear down the institution of marriage – an institution that is shaped by women’s economic needs in much the same way that prostitution is.

Sex workers who do not appear in glossy magazines sometimes define the ability to migrate away from poverty, to say no to loan sharks, to go to night school, or to securely leave an abuser as ‘empowerment’. Instead of wrangling over whether the individual triumphs of sex workers over adversity constitute ‘real feminism’, we should be asking a more useful question: What has taken power away from them? How can they reclaim it?

The most potent source of untapped power for sex workers is not sexual liberation, social rebellion, or even money, but solidarity. The sex worker community is expanding rapidly as people wake up to the potential of standing shoulder to shoulder. ‘For three years I lived a divided life: the life of a woman and the life of a prostitute’, says Barbara, co-leader of the sex worker church occupation in Lyon, France, that launched the modern sex worker movement. ‘And one day, in 1975, I realised by talking to others, it could no longer go on’. When news of the Lyon occupation broke, sex workers all over France were inspired: over the following week, they occupied churches in Paris, Marseille, Grenoble, Saint-Étienne, and Montpellier. The idea that a prostitute being abused by the police one day could forcibly take over a church with dozens of friends the next was exhilarating and hopeful. ‘None of us will go to prison’, the protestors fearlessly proclaimed. ‘The police will have to massacre us in the church.’25

In the same decade but half a world away, Brazilian prostitute Gabriela Leite was similarly inspired into action. After her friend was murdered by a policeman in 1978, she began speaking publicly about life on the streets.26 She hitchhiked alone around Brazil to enact her vision of a movement of putas revolucionárias, persuading those she met in the streets and in brothels to get organised – to refuse to be brought to heel, to transform repression into rage, and to be the protagonists of their own stories.

Nobody will give us power: not the police, not our bosses, not our clients. Power is always won. We need to take what’s owed to us, as activists like Gabriela and Barbara demonstrated four decades ago. They knew then what the movement knows now: that being deprived of the chance to speak is not voicelessness. Forty shouting sex workers protesting deportations outside a government building are easy to hear.27 One hundred sex workers blockading traffic are easy to see.28

Sex workers have been made to listen; now it is our turn to speak. We are not waiting to be invited into the feminist movement. We have always been here. In 1977, Black Women for Wages for Housework stated that ‘part of the work of being a prostitute is to be made an example of what it costs us to refuse the poverty the Man forces us to live in, to be a whip against other women’.29 The threat of being ‘treated like a whore’ compels women to keep their distance from us; but the way a whore fights the power is of value to everyone.

The politics of prostitution should not be a feud between women but a collaboration. As much as we all do, sex workers want a better future – one where everyone gets their fair share of resources and where survivors can access healing and justice. We want a future where feminist revolt and resistance is uplifted by the brazen spirit of the prostitute who demands to be safe, to be paid, and to be heard. In the words of Black Women for Wages for Housework: ‘When prostitutes win, all women win.’
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