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Sodal-judice activistsinternaiondly have haled as progressive and humanethe 1998
repott The Sex Sector: The Economic and Social Bases of Prostitution in Southeast Asia.
Edited by Lin Lean Lim of thelnternaiond Labou Office in Geneva, the book
recommendstha the sex indugry beinduded in official govenment accounings first,
because of its enormouscontributionsto regiond economes, and second, as the only way
to improvethe situation of those employed as sex workers. With arecognised sex sector,
goveanments would berequired to extend labour rights and protectionsto people who
work in it. At thesame time, thereport unequivocaly demandsthe eradication of child
proditution as a serioushuman rights violation and an intolerable form of child labour.

Avoiding the polemic of usud publcationson thesex indugry, thelLO report contends
tha govenment recognition of this economc sector would improvethelives of between
800000and onemillion people who are pad for sexud servicesin thefour counties of
thestudy: Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines and Thaland. Thereport estimates tha
.25-1.5% of thetotal female popuktion of theregionisengaged in progitution and,
furthermore, tha each sex job creates approximately seven other jobs Amongthe
millionsof other workers implicated in the sex sector are busness owners and manage's,
mamasans, pimpsand procurers, cleaners, waiters, cashiers, parking valets, security
guads vendors of food tobacco, liquor, coametics and clothing, stylists, propeaty
ownes, travel agendes, taxi and hotel roomservices and white-collar professionds such
as lawyers and accountants.

Thereport estimates that the sector accounts for 2-14% of the Gross Domestic Produd in
theregion. Significantly, the sex sector saw its spectacular increase during recent boamn
times, and isthusnotthe produd of economic crisis, asis often alleged. Thevolume of
trander payments alone-money sent to rural families by urban sex workers--sometimes
exceeds govenment spending on devel opment programmes. Recognition of the sector
would mean an enormousgovenmental gan in tax revenues tha currently stay in the
informal sector or are sent abroad.

Opening Up A Dark World

ThelLO undescores moral, soda and human rights problems generated by the
clandestine naure of the sex indudry and ind cates tha its recognition would give
workers, especially migrant women and children, recourse to necessary state services,
induding health protection againg HIV/AIDS. The immensaly profitable busness of
Graffickingdin human beingswould berendered unnecessary, the now routine violations
of human rights could be pendised and workers would be able to organise to demand
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fairer working conditions Theauthors contend tha govenments are irresponsblein
pretending that the indugry does notexist and link this @gnaanceOwith rampant
corruption tha goes unpendised. With recognition of the scale and econormic
significance of the sex sector, govenments could acknowledgetheimpossibility of
enforcing total prohibition of progitution and befreed (and forced) to indudeprogitutes
in theoccupaiond, hedth and safety regulationswhich protect other kindsof workers.
At present, sex workers are unlikely to seek legd protection againg abuses--induding
major human-rights violations-if they fear they will be prosecuted themselves.

The Sex Sector avoidsrecouning theusud stories of victimisation of progitutes and does
not enter into the common polemic agang proditutionin general. Ingead, thereport
citeswha progitutes said in interviews:. tha they knew wha they were getting into, tha
friendsshowed them theway in, that thepay isinfinitely better than thar other options
tha thework is more flexible and less time-conuming for mothers and, overwhdmingly,
tha it isthebest way for them to hdp suppot ther parents. They also complained of
stigma, dange, abuse, exploitation, alienaion and harassment. Significantly, these
negaives were encountered mos commonly notfrom cugomers but from police,
officials and criminds. Thepotentia stresstha progitutes suffer from fear of arrest, from
being crimindised, is till to beresearched.

Recognising Diversity and Choice

Thereport, which takes a dispassionde view, allows the possibility tha adults might
actudly choo% sex work. Arguments aboutprogitution usudly bogdown in the
impossibility of comparingwell-pad, freely chosen sex jobsand forced situaionstha
resemble davery. Abolitionists focusexclugvely on victims and bdittle the Galse
congtiousnessOof those who say, for whatever reason, tha they prefer sex work. The Sex
Sector acknowedges thevariety of experience within theindudry in Southeast Asiaand
says tha those who have few optionsfor survival and choo sex work should be allowed
to continueworking, butwith the protectionsand improvements in working conditions
tha would be possible with recognition of the sector in general. At the same time, anyone
who does not wish to work in the sex indugry should be assisted out of it, hdped to
undestand thar other optionsand offered oppotunitiesto find and train for other work.

Thereport makes clear tha those who prefer thework to other available choices are nat
limited to privileged First World women. According to many members of theworking
class, they may notlovesex work butthey prefer it to jobsin sweatshopsand factory
lines, cleaning public toilets and being clerks and secretaries. Sex jobsoffer mobility,
temporary and pat-time oppotunities and the possibility to take cash home to buy food
thevery same day. Recognition of the sex sector would allow people the possibility to try
sex work and get outof it if they wanted to. They dso would be able to report abuses
withoutfear of bang arrested themselves.

‘Trafficking’ and Stigma
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Oneof theworst aspects and mog difficult problemsin the sex indudry are theabuses
perpetrated by GraffickersOwho facilitate or force migrationsof people seeking work in
other counties. Restrictive immigration policies increase thelikelihoodtha migrants will
be open to coercive practices such as debt-bondaye--contracting large debts that mug be
repad as dictated by traffickers.

If proditution were recognised as a form of labour, the stigma which portrays progitutes
asvictims, sodal undesirables or criminds would belifted. Workers would be
encouraged to be more honest with health professionds--crudal in times of an AIDS
pandamic. Progitutes not accorded rights at work are more vulnerable to infection and
illness: unomganised sex workersin Bombay have arate of HIV infection of 50 per cent
while therate of organised workersin Calcutta@ Mahila Songdchi Groupis bdow five
per cent. ThelLO warnstha stigmatisation sometimes influences hedth workersto avoid
working with proditutes, andingsts tha any health programmes mug also bedirected at
clients.

Defining all proditutes as victims addsto thestigma. It is probably better for a person
who does sex work and didlikes it to view herself as someonewho tried something they
didn®like than to think of herself as thevictim of repeated rape. Viewing every person
who has donesex work as damaged is similarly dissmpowering. Leaving out of all
account, as abolitionists do, thetestimonies of sex workers who like and feel proud of
what they do, only increases acrimony. No one3 voice should be discounted. How one
person assumes she would feel in a particular situaion does not mean they sheknows
how all other people feel aboutit.

The Role of Men

Abolitionists denigrate clients of sex workers as depraved, violent men. But many clients
have hdped women to escape from situationsof abuse, and growing numbers of clients
are female. Andwhile themajority of sex workers are female, large numbers of
transsexud, transvestite and male progtitutes are discounied and margindised in the anti-
progitution discourse.

Abolitionists take the postion tha al clients should be pendised, even incarcerated.
Apat fromthedisturbing naure of this alliance beween feminists and pariarchd agents
of sodal control, it isdifficult to feel glad at the progpect of millionsmore peoplein
prison. When condrued solely as johns clientsOother identities as fathers, sonsand
brothers are madeinvisible, alongwith the possible damage doneto thefamilies of those
incarcerated. Thesoda cog of prosecuting all clients as rapists would be extremely high.

The Need for New Research
Thegreat difference between thetwo general postionsin the progitution debae isthat
abolitionists refuse absolutely to consder anything but total abolition (and thusrefuse to

discussissues with non-abolitionists) while non-abolitionists advocate beginning with the
recognition of progitution as work and offer solutionsdepending on regiond, cultural
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andindividud situations amongthese decrimindisation of all aspects of progitutionfor
everyoneas well as variouskindsof regulation. Both points of view suffer from a paudty
of research data. Since the common god of everyoneisto reduce ham and
discrimination, the priority should bejoining forces to achieve this god.

Much research on proditutionisflawed by usng self-selected subjects (for example,
women who have soughthdp at trauma centres). Research tha might begin fromthe
perspective tha proditutionislabourhas difficulty acquiring funding. Theresult is tha
the same kind of studies are repeatedly cited in policy debates. What is needed is research
into how variouskindsof legidation affect the well-beng of proditutes, research that
uses control groupsof women from similar backgroundsas the progitutes studied,
research tha distinguishes between forced and voluntary progitution, research that
indudes both men and women and research tha includes all responses whether they
conform with theresearcher® politics or nat. Data from Minnesota should notbe
extrapolated to Thaland, and cultural consderationsmug beinduded.

Mog important, sex workers should be funded to research themselves. One of the most
unfortunae aspects of thetraditiond debaeistha it isusudly carried out by outsiders
convinced of wha isrightand wrongfor others. Biased questionsare asked based on
these bdiefs, and views which dissent from them are discounied. Research conduded by
subjects themselves would allow them to define and andyse their own problems, taking
al cultural factorsinto account Diversity of response and need would emerge, and
aliances and patnershipscould beforged. Therecognition of sex work as labourwould
enable sex workers to speak, organise and paticipate in decisionsthat affect them.
Withouttheinputof a diverse rangeof sex worker voices, ther priorities of need will
always be misundestood.

The authors of this article, who met in cyberspace, have collaborated to write it via e-mail, demonstrating
the international alliances possible among unfunded and marginalised women’s groups. Laura Agustin is a
member of Conexiones Para Migrantes/Connexions for Migrants, an association of Third World migrants
in Europe, she can be contacted at laura@nodo50.org. Jo Weldon is the director of the Sex Workers
International Media Watch, a new initiative intended to facilitate networking and self-expression among
unfunded organisations and individuals with the common desire to combat discrimination against sex
workers. Jo can be contacted at JoWeld@aol.com
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