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To every sex worker, yesterday, today, and tomorrow, to those who glitter on the street and those who stay hidden behind locked doors.

To those who wear their work like armor, and those who pace night after night, aware that survival and shame are neighbors.

This book is for the stories that history books skip, for the lives that refuse to be squeezed into a single word, and for every single person who is named in the news way more than they are invited to a single conversation.

May these words carry your fire, see the grit without denying you the choice, and declare that you are whole, no strings attached.

May tomorrow write laws that guard, not cage, that honor your time, and that trust your decisions without a single doubt.

Very Respectfully,

José A Rivera Neris
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Prologue

Words carry a gravity that shifts our thinking, especially the ones pressed onto a book jacket. “Consent, Commerce, and Control” is not a title I selected for the cadence alone, yet that cadence matters. These three terms form the lens through which I will examine, interrogate, and finally humanize one of society’s most polarizing yet persistently opaque trades: adult sex work. For many, the image of prostitution triggers a cocktail of embarrassment, condemnation, and dread. If, however, we manage to set the moral shame aside and peer beneath the surface, we discover something not only elemental but distinctly human. The practice, at bottom, consists of a mutually agreed transaction that is shaped by individual will, market inclusion, and the expectations a culture assigns. Each term in the title warrants a careful, separate interrogation, for each unlocks a dimension of the conversation and each advances a broader goal: to remake the public understanding of sex work and, more decisively, to re-seat the dignity of the people, particularly the women, who do it.

Consent: The Right to Say Yes

Consent underpins every adult interaction, but it carries especially heavy weight in the world of sex work. We grow up hearing, and often repeating, “no means no," yet we seldom hear the equally critical counter, “yes means yes.” In public discourse about prostitution, the dominant narrative continues to strip women of their ability to give informed, positive consent.  

This contradiction sharpens in the practical application of law. A woman may lawfully consent to sex. She may lawfully accept money to pose for a camera, to perform on a stage, or to dance in a club. Yet when we combine sex and remuneration, the same legal system that champions her autonomy suddenly flags her choice for suspicion, discounting it as if a single dollar bill can void her mental and emotional clarity. The accompanying cultural script suggests that if a woman walks into a brothel, it must be a sign of dire want, of manipulation, or of some intrinsic vulnerability. That script flatly ignores the stories of those women who enter sex work as the fruit of practical decision-making that honors their own needs and desires.

Money does not evaporate consent. A physician remains a healer the moment she collects a fee. A bodyworker’s touch does not erode its worth because a dollar is exchanged. So why is a mutually agreed-upon sexual encounter treated as inherently tainted when the same currency changes hands? The imbalance exists not within the encounter, but in the disquiet evoked when a woman asserts full command of her own skin—and decides, without apology, to price that command.  

Conversations with people in the trade present a consistent truth: for them, this is not some desperate final option; it is a measured, frequently liberating step. Some take the work to settle student loans, feed small mouths, finish a degree, or carve a path to true autonomy. Others appreciate the adjustable hours, the earning power, or the rare, clear delineation of borders around body and energy. What binds them is not victimhood but an uncoerced yes. Their voices deserve an audience, not a gag, and not the protective re-telling of outsiders.

At its core, prostitution is a market exchange analytically identical to hiring a lawyer, a shrink, or a personal trainer. What charges the category with controversy is its link to sex. Detractors trot out the phrase “selling your body,” though that language repackages shame and confusion, not clarity. A construction worker doesn’t “sell” her limbs when she hoists blocks; a jazz singer doesn’t “sell” her diaphragm. Each of them provides a service; the same is true of sex workers. 

Commerce: The Reality of Exchange

Commerce, when we talk about sex work, ought to be restored to a plain and potentially dignifying term. Within capitalism, we typically celebrate labor, exchange, and self-starter energy—until a woman picks the precise pricing and setting of her sexual labor. At that point we moralize. The double standard is impossible to ignore. We swallow the commodification of women’s images in ads, movies, clothes, and courtship itself yet balk the instant a woman capitalizes on that same worth in the market on her own schedule.

Sex work, like any labor, sits firmly within a market that responds to demand, flexibility, and individual choice. A substantial number of sex workers operate as sole traders, deciding their pricing, selecting clientele, scheduling their time, and even curating their public image online. Digital platforms give them safer, better-controlled spaces to negotiate and transact, yet those same spaces routinely come under fire from outdated laws that have little to do with 21st-century realities.  

To overlook the commercial core of sex work is to overlook a thread that runs through the entire economy. To revile it is to strip women of a livelihood that, in many cases, outperforms and outvalues the punishing alternatives of other low-wage sectors. Whether a person is servicing subscribers on OnlyFans, setting her own terms on the street, or working within a state-sanctioned cooperative, her economic activity merits acknowledgment, not arrest.  

Control: Who Holds the Power?

Control, the word most fraught with tension, carries a split potential. It can emancipate or it can subjugate. When we ask who controls sex work, we are really asking who gets to write the rules of morality, dictate the terms of legality, and, in the end, decide what constitutes womanhood itself.

The laws governing sex work have long masqueraded as guardianship yet have always carried the mark of oversight. From the medieval sermons that excoriated “fallen women” to the present-day statutes that punish the seller of sex more fiercely than the buyer or the trafficker, the operations of power have traced the same old outline masters, governments, churches, all uncomfortable whenever a woman’s body acts without permission.

Yet that same dynamic of power can be turned inside-out.

Many sex workers describe their livelihood as the moment they snatch the mic back from institutions that sang the refrain of their victimhood. For some, the street or the webcam becomes an escape route from wage work that dulls the body and soul. For others, the calendar becomes a contract of their own making days on, days off, hours decided by the beat of their own drum. Still others carve conversation and touch into a ledger where every transaction obeys their ledger—no kissing, no all-nighters, no “sweetheart, let me tell you about my childhood.” What the world calls subjugation they call rewriting the rules; the difference between obedience and agency is the mark by which they govern their own presence.

Yet full control will continue to elude us until criminalization ends. When selling sex is a crime, women forfeit agency over their own safety, their public image, and their future. Reporting violence becomes a last resort, clouded by the fear of arrest. Courts, social services, and landlords loom; a single arrest record can mean losing custody, losing a room, losing a class. The work feels perilous not because the sex is perilous, but because the law insists they cannot be their own first protectors.  

A fair society places authority in the hands of the adult in the circumstance. Not in the hands of the legislator who thinks morality is enough. Not in the hands of charities that erase consent in the name of rescue. Not in the hands of a legal system that already criminalizes the skin color and class of the woman selling that skin.  

Conclusion: The Power of Framing

The words consent, commerce, and control are not philosophical puzzles; they are the daily currency of women who exchange sex for a living. The lenses we choose how we draft laws, how we chat in cafes, how we teach our children decide who stands in the dock and who walks free, who is called victim and who is called neighbor.

This book isn’t about trying to make sex work look pretty. It doesn’t sweep aside the pain, doesn’t pretend all of it sparkles, and doesn’t suggest it’s ever risk-free. What it does invite you to do is something much harder: listen, from as far from judgment as you can get. It invites you to see the woman, not the stereotype; to see the decision, not the sin; to see strength, not symptom.  

Because honoring consent is, at its core, honoring one person’s right to choose her own fate. When we recognize the exchange we stop hiding it and start treating it like the labor it is. When we say the woman, the whole woman, gets to steer her own ship, we open the harbor to respect, to safety, to the life that is hers to own. This isn’t merely a fairer way to talk about sex work. It is a fairer way to talk about all of us.
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Talk about prostitution usually sets off huge arguments people either get really angry or try to pretend it’s all glitter and bling. Buried under those snap judgments is a group of real people doing sex work by choice. This book doesn't dress up the story or push prostitution on anyone. It also doesn't ignore the deep, personal discomfort many feel about trading sex for cash. What it does want to do is rethink the way governments-and, by extension, the rest of us-deal with adult sex work that is truly consensual.

In these pages, the focus is squarely on grown-ups who agree to sell and buy sexual services, not on trafficking, forced labor, or children. Those abuses are crimes that need strong laws, loud condemnation, and serious prevention work. When we mix honest adult sex work with that kind of harm, we muddy the rules, push sex workers farther onto the margins, and weaken the battle against real trafficking. By getting it wrong, we let policymakers off the hook and show that we do not really honor liberty, body rights, or the rule of law. ​[1]

This book starts with a simple idea: banning sex work does more damage than good. Because of that, we need fresh rules based on public health, personal freedom, and workers rights, not the old, failed moral tests or harsh punishments that keep popping up. ​[2]

Voluntary Sex Work vs. Trafficking: Drawing the Line

One big hurdle in talking about sex work honestly is the habit of mixing paid sex by choice with human trafficking. Though this mix-up usually comes from a caring place, it causes real trouble. Scholar Laura María Agustín points out that the talk around trafficking gets shaped by what she calls the rescue industry-a tangle of charities, government groups, and activists who treat every person in the trade as a victim begging to be saved. ​[3] While that story pulls on our hearts and makes sense on the surface, it wipes out the reality of workers who pick this job freely, even if only for a season, or stay in it for years on purpose.

August warns that good intentions can sometimes cause real harm. She says, The crusade against prostitution often cares more about the morality of the job than about the material conditions in which it takes place. The effort, she notes, ends up criminalizing poor women, migrants, and gender-diverse people while pretending to protect them. Instead of finding safety, those workers face police violence, jail time, loss of income, and deeper problems with discrimination. 

This distinction is not just wordplay, it goes to the heart of the issue. We do not outlaw all factory jobs because some people are abused or trafficked inside factories, so we should not make all sex work a crime because a small part of it is forced. A rights-based response must draw clear legal and social lines between coercion and work people choose for themselves.  

Moral Panic and the Failure of Prohibition

From church sermons to flashy Hollywood movies, the picture of prostitution swings between pure sin and cheap spectacle. None of that should shape real laws. In modern democracies, rules and policies need to rest on facts, fair ethics, and the rights spelled out in the Constitution-not on panic stirred up by gossip or drama. Ronald Weitzer, who studies how societies deal with sex work, points out that the strict rules in the U.S. and elsewhere always seem to cause big problems: secret markets, dishonest cops, abuse of rights, and few ways for workers and customers to stay healthy.​[4] He says that pretending sex work is illegal wont chase it away-it simply pushes it into darker, riskier corners. Sadly, that added danger usually lands hardest on women and LGBTQ+ people, groups that society has often pushed aside.

A rule that says it protects people while also treating them like criminals is not only useless-its downright cruel. The Global Network of Sex Work Projects puts it clearly: decriminalization doesn’t mean we want everyone to be a sex worker. It means we want the law to get out of the way, so people in the trade can do their jobs with respect, call the police when they need to, and push for safer shifts just like waiters or cashiers do.​[5]

Liberty and Autonomy: Who Owns the Body?

If we really believe that grown adults should pick their jobs, their friends, and how they earn money-why is sex work the only choice we keep yanking away from them? Bodily freedom is at the heart of any fair society. That freedom usually includes deciding who gets close to us, even in ways some people hate, as long as nobody else gets hurt in the process. So telling someone, Sure, you can say yes to sex, and yes to a paycheck, but saying yes to sex for pay is off-limits, ends up sounding more like a shaky moral stance than a clear law.

The Open Society Foundations backs all this up in a short paper called Ten Reasons to Decriminalize Sex Work. One of their biggest points is really simple: it lets people take back the control that harsh laws have stripped away. Sex workers, like every other group, should have rules that keep them safe, not ones that bang them around, the brief argues.​[6] Following that logic, this book treats consent as the one must-have that makes any sexual situation okay. It also accepts that work can pay the bills, even if it looks odd to some, and says government power over any job has to rest on real facts, not on old panic. So the guiding words for this discussion are Consent, Commerce, and Control.
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