Discussion on Sex work—one opinion

Is it possible to acknowledge that some women suffer - and experience oppression - as a result of their involvement in the sex industry, whilst at the same time acknowledging that other women working as sex workers have entered into that career as free and empowered agents? Can we assist and support women who have suffered from their experience as sex workers without undermining the agency of women who have made a legitimate career choice to enter into sex work? 

The thing is, when I read the opposing viewpoints, I can understand all the perspectives being put forward. Women are a diverse group of individuals who enter sex work for a variety of reasons - is it possible that some women are exploited and oppressed as sex workers, and some women are not? Do we need to advocate to give women choice, so that if they continue sex work it is because it is their choice to do so, and not because it is their only option? 

It seems to me that the overall objective for actors on both sides of this debate is to assist women to achieve their inalienable right to be equal and empowered agents in society. No one seems to disagree about the overall objective, but clearly there are very different ideas about how that could be achieved.
Another Opinion on the National Network against Trafficking

I've been thinking about this stuff for a while; I live and breathe the issues every day so here's my 2 cents worth! If you don't want to read the whole post then just keep this in mind on the issue. If sex workers don't support this network because of the belief that this approach to the issue of trafficking is harmful to sex workers, then neither should you!

 

There is an international movement of women who are sex workers and don't see themselves as 'victims', 'survivors' or having a 'false consciousness' about their sense of empowerment and value as women yet many women are simply not listening to this large chorus of voices or worse, are not believing what these women are saying. Some feminists, in their eagerness to demonise men don't mind trampling over a few whores to make their point while others are patronising when they affirm a woman's right to choose sex work but believe that in an ideal woman-positive world, sex work wouldn't be an option that women would be forced to even consider. 

 

Women will continue to choose to have sex with men; for money, for the sheer pleasure of it, for love, for comfort and for a million other reasons whether or not people think that it is a good thing to do or not because they actually have enough rational thought, knowledge and agency to do so. It is inviting to think of women as so much under men's influence and powerful oppression that they become completely passive beings. In this scenario their agency is ignored in order to highlight the power men exert. It seems to me that in order to emphasise the extent of men's oppression, women are portrayed as at best as pathetic, childlike or innocent or at worst as stupid. After all if sex work were really a bad as anti-sex feminists and Christians would have us believe ie that a days work for a sex worker is akin to being sexually assaulted by every client, one would have to be a complete twit or a sex slave to put up with all those penises in mouths and vaginas and anuses..... Tragically it is what many believe.

 

The recent revival of the abortion debate highlights for me how this tactic is used really well by those morally opposed to women having the right to make choices about their bodies. The idea that pregnant women are being duped, coerced or simply aren't given enough information about choices that don't involve abortion is widely utilised by the anti-abortion side of the debate to explain the 'high' (according to some) abortion rate. According to this rationale women are stupid, naïve and child-like and aren't capable of making an informed decision with extra counselling. And many in the community buy into this idea and think mandatory counseling is a good idea. Rightly, feminists are outraged that women can't be considered sensible and trustworthy enough to know what is best for them and their lives. Why can't some of you afford sex workers the same respect.

 

Frankly I don't see what is different about some of the tactics used by the anti-sex work lobby in the trafficking debates Images evoked and the narratives utilised in the media & academia about 'prostituted/trafficked women' (their words not mine) rely heavily on sexist & racist stereotypes which are particularly pervasive around Asian women. In the construction of the Asian sex slave stereotype, the agency and capacity of these women to make decisions about choosing sex work is conveniently ignored and easily grasped as the truth by many who have bought into their own internalized sexism. Conversely, the many (hundreds of - I work in a sex worker project that accesses over 2000 sex workers per annum) migrant (overwhelmingly Asian) women I have met who are sex working in Australia have invariably been incredibly hardworking, feisty women who have been very clear about what they need in order to prosper and do well from sex work. They don't complain about the work (well no more than anyone complains about their work (), only the working conditions they find themselves forced to endure largely because of illegality (of the work) and the stigma. For the women who can only access the Australian sex industry for work via illegal and underground means and consent to be 'trafficked' it is their status as an illegal migrant worker is what exposes them to the most exploitation; not so much their gender or race. Horror stories abound about workers in many industries who are abysmally exploited because they are illegal workers with no rights and little recourse to the law, this happens in any industry. However the racist and sexist stereotypes that are perpetuated by much of the anti trafficking lobby who have an abolitionist agenda like Project Respect in Australia, the US Government etc and then filtered through the media only serve to make conditions much worse for these women. Suspected sex slaves are being 'rescued' en masse by zealous Christians in developing countries creating real problems for the sex workers who don't want to be rescued and rehabilitated and the sex worker organisations that support workers. 

 

Sex negativity contributes heavily to a simplistic understanding of sex workers which is typified by the idea that women don't choose sex work but are somehow forced into the work; after all what sort of woman would choose to have lots of sex with many men unless she was somehow defective, drug addicted, stupid, naïve or impoverished? These ideas are avidly promoted by fundamentalist feminists and Christians alike (an unholy alliance I'd say!) as they desperately try to drown out the voices of sex workers and convince the world that sex work is truly evil and must be abolished at all costs; even at the cost of the women who work in the industry. Both assert to care for sex workers but ultimately subjugate sex workers' rights and well being for the greater cause of promoting abolition of sex work. 

 

I believe that this is partly why the community including some in the feminist community have unquestionably swallowed the line that there are hoards of sex slaves from SE Asia and beyond being trafficked to Australia and around the world as various reports on trafficking would have us believe. The idea that women from developing countries may have the capacity to make the decision to migrate for sex work is barely conceivable-; of course they must've been tricked or coerced into it! The potent combination of sex negative, sexist & racist stereotypes coalesce with the current sex slave archetype that we are all now familiar with. The hysteria and moral panic has ensued as often well meaning people rally to help save these poor women from the traffickers without truly reflecting on the perspective of the sex workers themselves. 

 

Abolitionist positions & responses do harm sex workers. Imagine if we pathologised, demonised and criminalised heterosexual marriages/partnerships as a response to the endemic issue of domestic violence. And we all understand that most violence is gendered and women are vulnerable in both their domestic and commercial sexual relationships with men . We all know that this could never work and outlawing marriage or de facto relationships would not deter women from cohabitating with men even if it was sold to them as being 'for their own good'. How safe would women be then, cut off from services and support by virtue of their complicity in stigmatised and criminalised partnerships with men? The same result would occur if the men were criminalised for seeking and forming partnerships with women; women would still want to be with men and would be forced underground away from support and less empowered and less likely to complain about abuse when complicit in illegal behaviour.. It is a classic situation of throwing the baby out with the bathe water! So why would this strategy work with addressing issues of violence against women in sex work?

 

This is precisely what happens when men are criminalised for buying commercial sex in places like Sweden and now the Philippines it seems. How does this construction of sex workers as pathetic victims explain why Swedish sex workers continue to devise cunning ways to attract clients and avoid the police? The resourcing of exit & retraining schemes for the women & the criminalisation of the buyers of sex really hasn't suppressed the industry; just changed the way it conducts itself by moving visible sex work into less obvious areas and to indoor settings away from the public glare. These approaches will never work because they are based on the false presumption that sex workers are not willing participants in the commercial sexual exchange and given half a chance they will gladly escape the dreadful violence & horror that is perpetuated as the norm in the life of a sex worker. A slogan of the Asia Pacific Network of Sex Workers is "Don't talk to me about Sewing Machines. Talk to me about sex worker rights!" Says it all I think.

 

Characterising sex workers as survivors and the work as sexual violence in a way that is not dissimilar to survivors of sexual and/or domestic violence is problematic in light of this international sex worker rights movement. Is there a strong and credible international movement of women who refuse to be labelled as victims of sexual, domestic or other forms of violence and instead prefer to call what happened to them as part of the job description of being a wife or a woman? Even the 'women who want to be women' types agree that abuse is not a part of their job description even if being subservient is. When the overwhelming majority of a particular group of women (like those in an International movement of sex workers fighting for human & industrial rights) refuse to be labelled or characterised or stereotyped shouldn't other women respect their voices? I don't believe the sex worker rights movement is not supported or respected enough by other women. Muslim women are similarly disrespected by some sisters who can't quite believe that she can possibly feel empowered while wearing her headscarf even if she says that she does. 

 

I think that patriarchy can be undermined in subversive ways and sex workers are already doing this in ways most of you won't know unless you take the time to ask sex workers about their lives and work. I don't believe that it is any coincidence that sex workers are the most reviled group of women in society-men hate powerful women. The treatment of older (wiser) women (the crone :) who are derided and /or ignored while young women who are the least powerful are coveted as ideal symbols of womanhood reinforces this belief for me. 

 

So if you want to support the victims of trafficking for 'prostitution', support sex workers and their organisations. 

Sex workers are the experts on issues affecting sex workers so why are so many so comfortable with ignoring the position of sex workers in this debate? Would you be so comfy in ignoring the voices of indigenous people  in issues affecting the indigenous community? Think about how outraged we are that male politicians are pushing the anti abortion line? 

That's how outraged I feel about this debate (
 

Take a moment to reflect on this hypothetical. If an issue affecting Indigenous people ie the stolen generation for example was being discussed as a national issue worthy of legislation, policies, working groups and networks, would we look to indigenous people as experts in their own lives and therefore allow them to lead the way on this issue? Would we dream of having forums, networks etc on this issue and not even consult or invite indigenous people to present their expertise and experience? If Indigenous people publicly voiced their disapproval of the approach, would we continue down this path or rally around to support it? I think not for most people.

So why are so many comfortable in treating sex workers with such disrespect?

