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  Introduction

  Sex work – especially prostitution – is often described as ‘the world’s oldest profession’, even by sex workers and their advocates. But if sex work was a profession, never mind the oldest one, then sex workers would not feel compelled to collectively organize themselves as they have done in order to fight for their rights. This is because professions, like law and medicine, not only control entry into their own ranks and internally regulate themselves – making themselves into powerful collectives – but they are also accorded large measures of respect and worth by society in general.1

  None of this is true so far for sex workers. Consequently, they have organized themselves into collectives to fight for themselves and their interests. In other words, and as the title of this book makes clear, sex workers have fought to establish their own collective agency in order to exert control over and to begin determining their working lives as well as their lives in general. Many have attempted to do so through creating their own labor unions or by joining existing labor unions. This book not only tells the story of how they have done so but analyzes what success they have had so far and what barriers and obstacles they face in making their unions more effective.

  There is something both inherently interesting and challenging in the matter of sex workers unionizing. Interesting in that it is not often heard of and seems counter-intuitive given that sex workers are seldom employees: challenging in that selling sex and sexual services are seen by many as morally and politically repugnant and because sex workers are not employed making unionization innately difficult. But sex workers have been attempting to unionize themselves for well over twenty years now. This increases the importance of this book examining those efforts, looking at the where, why, when and how of their story as well as the successes and difficulties faced in doing so.

  To intellectually and practically contemplate both sex workers unionizing themselves and unions unionizing sex workers, several foundations are necessary. The first is the existence of the perspective that ‘sex work’ is a legitimate form of employment and economic activity and as such requires unionization to reduce the exploitation and oppression of sex workers associated with it. The second is the related perspective that sex workers perform sexual labor comprised of emotional, erotic and manual or physical labors which are but variants of what may be termed conventional wage labor, and in particular ‘emotional’ labor performed by a variety of other service workers. Third is evidence of a political awakening in the consciousness of those who are usually regarded as quintessentially downtrodden and super-exploited women, who are often regarded as either victims or unchaste. Fourth is that the sex industry represents a large and growing form of economic activity, comprising a diverse and heterogeneous array of activities ranging from prostitutes, escorts, and massage parlor workers, to strippers/exotic dancers/lapdancers, pornographic models, pornographic actors/actresses, and sex chatline telephone and text operators. This relatively hidden industry involves hundreds of thousands of workers in economic activity. The rest of this chapter briefly expands on these themes and introduces some others in relation to unionization in order to understand the ideas and premises behind sex worker unionization.

  Sex as work

  The key foundation for organizing sex workers is the perspective of viewing sex workers as workers who have nothing to sell to survive economically but their labor. This labor is deemed to be of a) sufficient level of moral legitimacy and b) social worth as a form of employment to be comparable to other forms of labor and paid employment that are deemed worthy and acceptable to organize. The perspective is also of sex workers selling sexual services and not their bodies and persons per se.2 A distinction is not especially made between acts which involve selling of sex and selling sexual stimulation, or between those acts which involve entering a body, acting on another body or entering personal spaces and those which involve the production of such imagery. Allied to this, sex work is viewed as comprising work that can be socially useful and can provide job satisfaction, personal fulfilment, empowerment and self-actualization, where becoming a sex worker can be a genuine life choice. The conditions of this potentiality are acknowledged to exist to some extent in the present and to be greatly enhanced in the future under different conditions, namely, of sex worker control. However, it is recognized that alongside these potential benefits, there are downsides in terms of violence, stigmatization, poor pay and conditions of employment, and job and employment insecurity. These downsides are believed to exist as much from the way in which society and the state view and regulate sex work as they are about the selling of sex and sexual services under capitalism. In short and put altogether, this is the ‘sex work’ discourse.

  This discourse emerged from the 1970s onwards and in response to two immediate stimuli, namely, an attempt to deal more efficiently and effectively with the immediate challenges facing prostitutes (of stigma, harassment and violence) and to respond to the ‘prostitution as rape, misogyny and male power’ discourse of the radical feminists. At the core of the sex work discourse is a view that the abolition of sex work in the short- to medium- term is neither possible nor desirable. Consequently, reform and changes in law, regulation and social values are believed to present more attainable goals (in the vein of unions attempting to better the terms of the wage-effort bargain rather than abolish wage labor). To flesh out the aforementioned basic exposition, the sex work discourse can defined as comprising the following beliefs, assumptions and propositions:

  
    	The production and exchange – routinely called ‘selling’ – of sex, sexual services and sexual artefacts are a means of economic subsistence or income for the wage-laborers that carry them out and represent the selling of wage labor, regardless of variations in the real or formal employment relationship contained therein.

    	The ‘selling’ of sex, sexual services and sexual artefacts represents one of the main aspects of the commodification of sex under capitalism or the ‘free market’. The ‘selling’ represents the transformation of labor into an exchange value, and the labor involved in addition to any physical labor, is primarily of an emotional and psychological nature because of the direct interaction with the consumer where a marketable persona is constructed which represents an alienation or estrangement from the inherent self, creating dissonance. Consequently, the labor is denoted as ‘erotic’ labor and can be subsumed with the category of ‘service work’.

    	Sex work – the labor involved in generating sex, sexual services and sexual artefacts – is not solely the result of economic or physical compulsion and coercion but also of choice, albeit of a narrowed nature; that is, a situation where choice is compelled to be taken from a limited range of options determined by other social forces. Lack of choice represents an environment of both inequality of opportunity and outcome, compelling personal and individual decisions for constructing one’s own life chances. Where sex work is coerced by a third party, particularly through trafficking, this should be recognized as such but without negating the existence of (voluntary) migrant sex workers.

    	Sex work represents a rational choice and action given limitations on work and employment opportunities for sex workers. Its abolition would deny sex workers a means of subsistence and sustaining themselves and their dependents.

    	Sex work is not uniform, monolithic or universal in its form, content and environment. Rather, it does, and can, portray a range of varying micro- or meso-level characteristics within the framework set out above.

    	Sex work can offer benefits vis-à-vis remuneration and working conditions (hours, autonomy, self-direction, job satisfaction which may or may not include some sexual pleasure and gratification) which are superior to many jobs available to those without much in the way of skills, qualification and job experience as well as superior to living on state benefits. Performing and carrying out sex work requires certain social and interpersonal skills.

    	Many of the problems associated with sex work for sex workers relate to stigmatization, criminalization and discrimination and the subsequent marginalization and social exclusion (in addition to any legal discrimination or neglect) of sex workers. Illegality and criminalization in addition to their direct punitive measures also perpetuate stigmatization. These characteristics can be tackled and ameliorated in the here and now by an array of measures. Moreover, the realization and/or further realization of what are held to be satisfying aspects of sex work can be achieved by regulation (self- and extra-self) and the demeaning, damaging and degrading aspects can also be lessened by the same means.

    	Sex workers need concrete rights in the here and now and these are better concerned with being grounded in immediate economic and power relations; this is often and mainly achieved through legal reform such as decriminalization or legalization of sex work. Where sex work is decriminalized or legal, sex workers require and are entitled to rights of workers (human, labor, and economic) to prevent non-payment of wages, unfair dismissal, victimization and the like.

    	Sex work and sex workers are regulated by bureaucratic and social structures and social discourse in the same way as conventional work. As sex work is work, the industry should be regulated as such, on a par with other business sectors, thus paying far less attention to morality, criminality, policing and so on.

    	Sex work involves negotiation by sex workers with employers, facilitators or operators (e.g. club owners) and customers, providing potential leverage points by individual and collective means for improving remuneration and working conditions.

    	Sex workers, as workers, manufacture identities and strategies for attempting to exercise control over effort, remuneration, safety, trauma and the like in the same way that other workers do. Sex workers also require certain skills to do their jobs effectively, either for their own or their employers’ interests, vis-à-vis various social skills such as ‘deep’ and ‘surface’ acting. In this regard, dissociation is viewed not as a negative, but rather as a positive. Such dissociation is possible because it is not the body that is sold but sexual services, even though these services are intimately attached to body.

    	It is inconsistent, illogical and harmful to argue, and operationalize, the position of ‘for sex workers, against sex work’ because sex work and sex workers are not products of capitalism and/or patriarchy per se and they can exist under different, better and future social relations.

  

  From Civil to Worker Rights and from Pressure Groups to Labor Unionism

  The transition in thought and organization amongst sex workers from focussing upon civil and political rights to economic, worker and union rights, and from pressure group activity to union organizing, constitute two critical and closely related developments to the emergence of the sex work discourse. The initial groups of sex workers (i.e. prostitutes who were often aided by non-prostitute supporters) to engage in self-organization saw their struggle in terms of acting as pressure groups pursuing civil, human and political rights over decriminalization, destigmatization, public awareness, social provisions and social protection (e.g. education, health, welfare) and protection from violence, intimidation and harassment, whether from police, customers or other members of the public. The bodies on which the sex workers and their organizations have sought to exert influence were public opinion, political parties, government, the state and its appendages (e.g. police, judiciary, health, social work).

  Several manifestations flow from pursuing this platform in this way. First has been the construction of collectives of sex workers deploying the help, advice and support of various (nonsex worker) professionals and specialists (e.g. lawyers, health care specialists, educationalists). For example, many of these professionals carry out voluntary work for the prostitutes’ pressure groups and/or work on funded sex work projects. Second, collective action seeks to win largely individual-based rights and entitlements in the legal and public policy arenas. Third, even where employment issues are directly addressed, sex workers seek to apply pressure on a third party to compel employers to act in a more benign manner. Fourth, the sex worker pressure groups seek to lobby to gain access to the power, resources and influence of the state and various social capital networks rather than attempt to create their own. Thus, the dominant characteristics are acting as ginger groups and being reliant upon others (whether NGOs or the state) to provide either the end goals or the facilitation of these.

  


  Building on this in a different but complimentary manner has been the emergence amongst some sex workers of the view that, as workers, they should organize collectively on the worksite or in the work setting. This is believed to be the more effective way to increase both their individual and collective-based degrees of worksite control and to pursue far more collectively-orientated rights. Indeed, having rights as individual workers is premised on the basis of having collective rights and strength. Consequently, the focus of attention became the immediate employment relationship, the employer and the wage-effort bargain, and no longer just (for example) the police, the legal system or the government. Therefore, attention was given to the terms and conditions of economic exchange in a way that did not exist previously. Moreover, and flowing from this union orientation, there is a thrust to create, and rely on, their own resources to a far greater degree. Although still deploying the expertise of others to some degree, the ability to pay for and secure these results comes from far greater self-organization, self-activity and self-reliance. With self-reliance also comes self-control and independence for the (union) organizations the sex workers establish for themselves.
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