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Preface

The idea of sex workers unionising has, I think, an instant appeal on a
number of different levels. One is that the subject matter, regardless of
unionisation, concerns sex workers and this raises an issue of curiosity.
The next is that the workers in question are sex workers who are a
group of workers that has not before sought to unionise. Another is
that many will find it difficult to conceive that unionisation is practical
or appropriate for sex workers. So, hopefully, that interest will find its
way to the reading of this book.

This is a serious but accessible work, not a dry academic tome that
has stripped the life out of quite an extraordinary phenomenon. The
voices of the sex workers and accounts of their activities are given
prominence. The audiences for this book will hopefully comprise sex
workers themselves, social progressives concerned with the future of
sex work, trade unionists and social progressives concerned with the
future of trade unionism, socialists and feminists as well as a host of
commentators, opinion formers and policy analysts.

My interest in studying the unionisation of sex workers stems from a
long and deeply held belief that trade unionism is likely, because it is
the quintessential form of worker collectivism under capitalism, to be
the first step towards the self-emancipation of workers, whoever these
workers are, in both more immediate and more distant terms. Wage
labour is a manifest reality for millions upon millions of workers under
capitalism. The struggle for a society based on social need and human
development not profit and competition must necessarily begin with
where workers are. ‘Where’ meaning in physical terms as well as in
terms of consciousness and not where others might want them to be.

My own view on the veracity of the perspective or discourse of ‘sex
work’ (see below) is largely immaterial to this study. To accept the
perspective or discourse as sufficiently legitimate and existent as to be
worth studying its manifestations, repercussions and implications is
heuristically necessary. This does not require the adopting of a definite
personal conviction for the perspective or discourse. But my own view
is that the perspective has certain merits but that as yet the forceful-
ness of its case is far from being complete, and some of this extra force
will only become obvious as a result of possible social developments.
Something possibly of a ‘Catch-22’ type situation.
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Preface ix

This is an exploratory study of an emerging phenomenon. This phe-
nomenon may have portentous for the one of the fastest growing
industries through the global economy, for it may usher in some badly
needed ‘balance’ to an unequal economic and political relationship
between the sex worker and the sex employer.

Moreover, sex workers’ union organisation is potentially a harbinger
of new forms of vibrant and influential trade unionism. Time will tell.
But in another way ‘size doesn’t matter’, for sex worker union organisa-
tion is a phenomenon which is interesting in its own right as an
example of the struggle for self-expression and self-representation of
interest under regimes of oppression and exploitation.



This is a serious research study of workers in the sex industry. Inevit-
ably, given the topic, there are some explicit references to sexual acts.
The Author and the Publisher would like to make it clear that no
offence is intended.



1

Introduction

One of the ways workers can secure better conditions is through trade
unions’ negotiation with employers. Unions for sex workers are limited to
countries were the sex industry is legal and quite formal, and to employed
sex workers. Usually sex business managers go to great lengths to avoid
admitting an employer/employee relationship with sex workers. Trade
unions have also been reluctant to allow sex workers to join them even when
it is technically possible. Resistance to unionisation comes from sex business
managers and others who have financial interests in sex workers remaining
unorganised or who believe that prostitution should, or could, be abolished.
Professional associations [i.e. pressure groups| are easier to form than
unions. They may be open to a wider range of people and can be more
flexible in their approach to problem solving. In some countries such associ-
ations have a stronger tradition than either unions or regulations which
govern the workplace. Professional associations generally promote self-
regulation. They do not usually have the capacity to enforce standards as a
trade union might.

This excerpt comes from the booklet Making Sex Work Safe by the inter-
national Network of Sex Work Projects (NSWP) published in 1997.
It unintentionally provides a useful entrée to the study of the union-
isation of sex workers in Australia, Britain, Canada, Germany, the
Netherlands, New Zealand and the US from the mid-1980s onwards
and helps sum up some of the main issues concerned. Among these are
that unionisation is advocated by some for sex workers, unionisation
may be more or less appropriate for some groups of sex workers rather
than other groups of sex workers, that unionisation is being contested
and resisted and so on (see also Chun (1999) on the case of dancers
and more generally Plachy and Ridgeway (1996:34, 37)). This is a
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2 Sex Worker Union Organising

useful backcloth on which this study can be painted. And in doing so,
there are a number of points of departure.

First, the existence of the perspective that ‘sex work’ is a legitimate
form of employment and economic activity and as such requires
unionisation to reduce the exploitation and oppression of sex workers
associated with it. Second, the related perspective that sex workers (or
sex trade workers) perform emotional and erotic labour which is a
variant of what may be termed conventional wage labour, and in par-
ticular ‘emotional’ labour performed by a variety of other service
workers. Third, the evidence of a political awakening in the conscious-
ness of those that are usually regarded as quintessentially downtrodden
and super-exploited women who are often regarded as victims, on the
one hand, or as unchaste, on the other hand. Fourth, 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 parlour workers, to strippers/exotic dancers/lap
dancers, pornographic models, pornographic actors/actresses, and sex
chatline telephone and text operators. This relatively hidden industry
involves hundreds of thousands of workers and generates billions of
dollars of revenue annually in both western and less developed eco-
nomies. Fifth, that as trade unions have experienced considerable
membership and organisational decline in their heartland areas of
extractive industries and manufacturing, they need to organise hith-
erto non-traditional and so-called ‘atypical’ groups of workers situated
in the growing sectors of the economy in order to counter this decline.
Sex workers may represent such a group located in the service sector of
the economy. Sixth, hitherto research concerning the unionisation of
sex workers has almost exclusively confined itself to prostitution as a
result of a conflation of sex work with prostitution (see, for example,
Shah (2003)). This research breaks new ground in this respect and
examines not just the idea of unionising sex workers but also the
practice of it. Earlier scholarship, reportage and commentary merely
examined the case for unionisation, labour rights and social regulation.

An important controversy runs through these points of departure. To
deem the commodification and sale of sex, sexual services and sexual
artefacts as ‘sex work’ and consequently to attempt to unionise ‘sex
workers’ are both highly controversial issues amongst various feminist
and progressive milieus. This controversy, dubbed the ‘feminist sex
wars’ by many of the involved protagonists, has polarised around two
schools of thought (see also Perkins (1991:368)). The first may be char-
acterised as ‘radical feminism’ (e.g. Barry 1979, 1995; Dworkin 1981,
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1987; Jetfreys 1997; MacKinnon 1987), and the second the ‘liberal’ or
‘libertarian feminism’ (e.g. Bell 1987; Delacoste and Alexander 1987,
1998; French 1992; Pheterson 1989a, 1996). According to the ‘radical
feminists’, the act of deeming the selling of sexual services and prosti-
tuting bodies for exchange values, where the vast majority of transac-
tions concern the sale of women's sexuality, emotions and bodies, as in
any way legitimate is to condone this practice of sexual exploitation
and sexual violence. It is also to provide a huge obstacle to abolishing
the prostitution of the female body and female sexuality. The existence
and continuation of such selling is viewed by many feminists as a key
construct in the subjugation of women to men and/or capitalism
defined as varying between patriarchical capitalism or capitalist patri-
archy. Selling and commodifying sex, sexual services and sexual arte-
facts is viewed not merely as being contaminated by men but as being
the quintessential means by which women are subjugated through the
actual practice as well as by the way in which this influences broader
attitudes about women held by men and women. The argument runs
that selling sex, sexual services and sexual artefacts are not what funda-
mentally matters. Rather, it is the selling of the self and of women that
fundamentally matters.

However, according to the second school of thought comprising
sex worker activists themselves and many NGOs such as advice,
advocacy and support groups involved in protecting and aiding sex
workers (particularly prostitutes), trade unionism appears to be a
reasonably sensible and pragmatic means of addressing the many
problems and issues which sex workers face in their working lives
and workplaces/work settings. It represents a limited form of self-
determination and self-emancipation, and promises the potential of
further self-determination and self-emancipation. This school of
thought adopts a perspective which recognises that sex work can
represent both degrading, violent and exploitative work, on the one
hand, and well-remunerated and satisfying work, on the other. The
distinction between the two is argued to revolve around the immedi-
ate as well as broader conditions under which the work is carried
out. Thus, the terms of selling of sex, sexual services and sexual arte-
facts, as with other forms of labour, can be improved. In particular,
trade unionism is seen by this school of thought to raise not just the
issue of human and citizens’ rights but to go further and raise issues
of workers’ rights, workers’ control over their work and lives and to
play some part in the transforming of sex workers’ consciousness
through self-organisation on a longer road to self-liberation.
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The former school of thought group represents the ‘abolitionist’ ten-
dency towards sex work while the latter school of thought represents
the ‘transformational’ tendency towards sex work. However, both
schools of thought have not thoroughly addressed the problematic issue
of whether (union) organising sex workers may represent a transitional
method to end the prostitution and commodification of bodies as part
of a wider transformation of society, leaving sex work as a personal and
social service uncontaminated by exploitation and oppression of any
kind. The former school clearly believes by implication this cannot be
the case while the latter, and in particular many sex workers them-
selves, believe that there are certain parts of, and to, sex work which are
or can be redeeming and should not be considered eligible for abolition.
Some have regarded this positive sex work as part of a potentially better
form of capitalism while others regard it as potentially part of a new
form of society, i.e. socialism. Trade unionism is generally viewed in
two ways. The first is merely concerned with improving the terms of the
sale of labour. In this sense, trade unionism is a potential obstacle to
transformation. The second is that trade unionism embodies a poten-
tially transformative agency because in collectively focussing on the
terms of exchange, workers’ horizons can be widened to concentrate on
the abolition of exploitation per se through the abolition of wage
labour. Consequently, there exists a debate to be conducted over the
prospects, judged in terms of possibility and probability, of whether
trade unionism can represent such an agency in terms of wage-labour in
sex work.

Components and dimensions of study

The following section sets out the four major components and dimen-
sions of the study: the legitimacy of sex work and sex workers; the
movement from civil rights to union rights and from pressure groups
to trade unionism; the growing but often hidden nature of the sex
industry; and aspects of collective and trade union organisation in the
sex industry. Here, this research breaks new ground. Despite a consid-
erable and expanding literature on union revitalisation, social move-
ment unionism and union renewal in Britain, the US and Australia
(see, for example on the US, Clawson (2003), Brofennbrenner et al.
(1998), Milkman and Voss (2004), Turner et al. (2001)), the issue of
researching union organising in entirely virgin or greenfield territories
has not received much attention at all. By the same token, the consid-
erable and expanding literature on the sex industry has not examined
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the issue of sex workers’ interest representation and unionisation in
any great detail (see, for example, Agathangelou (2004), Sanders
(2004c, 2005c¢)) while neither has the burgeoning literature on service
and emotional work (see, for example, Bolton (2004), Gender, Work and
Organisation (2005), Korczynski (2002a, 2002b)).

Prior to this, even some accounts of dancer resistance at the Lusty
Lady (e.g. Chapkiss 1997 and Dudash 1997, save Chapkiss 2000) barely
mention the unionisation drive there. This is because the latter writers’
discourse emphasises self-identity, individualism and subjectivity. This
research also responds to Weitzer’s (2000a:10) call for the need to
conduct much more research on the collective aspects of the wider sex
industry for the focus of most studies has been on the individual and
with regard to prostitution. For example, Brewis and Linstead (2000c¢)
look only at what the work of prostitutes comprises in terms of iden-
tity, meaning and subjectivity. They do not consider the collective
attempts at gaining control, collective resistance, collective interests
and the collective representation of them. Following from this, they
also do not examine the non-gendered aspects of power and have a
tendency to not see beyond the gendered aspects of power, that is,
they do not look at power in itself, and they tend to focus on identities
as end in themselves not as a means to an end. This study attempts to
avoid these weaknesses by examining sex work and sex workers from a
perspective of radical political economy. It, consequently, does not
confine itself to prostitution, where many conflate sex work with, and
make it synonymous with, prostitution.

The legitimacy of sex work and sex workers

The fulcrum for, and of, organising sex workers is the perspective
of viewing sex workers as workers whose labour (emotional, erotic) is
of a) a sufficient level of moral legitimacy and b) has social worth as a
form of employment that is seen to be comparable to other forms of
labour and paid employment as to be deemed worthy and acceptable
to organise. The perspective is also of sex workers selling sexual ser-
vices and not their bodies and persons per se. A distinction is not
made between acts which involving the selling of sex and acts of
selling sexual stimulation, or between those acts which involve enter-
ing 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-actualisation, where becoming a sex worker can be a genuine life
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choice. The conditions of this potentiality are acknowledged to be
existent in the present and to be potentially greatly enhanced in the
future under different conditions. However, it is recognised that
alongside these potential benefits, there are downsides in terms of vio-
lence, stigmatisation, poor pay and conditions of employment, and
job and employment insecurity. Previously, in Britain, the rights of
sex ‘workers’, and particularly prostitutes, (to the extent these existed)
were seen merely in terms of human rights, sexual health and moral-
ity. Because of this, trade unionism had little purchase. Now, sex
‘workers’ in Britain, the Netherlands, the United States, Germany,
Canada, Australia and New Zealand, the countries studied in this
research, are now viewing themselves, and being seen by others, as
bona fide workers who are sex workers. This represents a significant
shift in the balance of opinion with regard to what comprises sex
work and what defines sex workers. Its roots are be found in the evo-
lution and development of prostitutes’ rights movements, the emer-
gence of a certain strain of more liberal feminist thought, the growth
of libertarian thought amongst women outside feminist milieu, and
the development of NGOs operating around issues of sexual health
and well-being of sex workers.

The movement from civil rights to union rights and from pressure
groups to trade unionism

The transition of a milieu of thought and organisation amongst sex
workers and their supporters from focussing on civil and political rights
to focussing on economic and trade union rights and from embodying
pressure group activity to then organising in a trade union manner based
on the workplace setting constitute two critical accompanying and
closely related developments. The initial groups of sex workers (i.e. pros-
titutes who were often aided by non-prostitute supporters) to engage in
self-organisation saw their struggle, consciously or unconsciously, in
terms of acting as pressure groups pursuing civil, human and political
rights over decriminalisation, destigmatisation, 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. Arguably, these were
the first sex workers to collectively organise because they were respond-
ing to the severest and most public forms of political control, legal
control, harassment and physical violence of any sex workers. The
bodies on which the sex workers and their organisations have sought to
exert influence were public opinion, political parties, government, the
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state and its appendages (e.g. police, judiciary, health, social work).
Several manifestations flowed from the nature of pursuing this platform
in this way. First, has been the construction of collectives of sex workers
deploying the help, advice and support of various professionals and spe-
cialists (e.g. lawyers, health care specialists, educationalists) in an imme-
diate and direct manner. For example, many of these professionals
carried out voluntary work for the prostitutes’ pressure groups and/or
worked on funded sex work projects. Second, collective action has
sought to win largely individual-based rights and entitlements in the
legal and public policy arenas. Third, even where employment issues
were directly addressed, sex workers have sought to apply pressure on a
third party to compel employers to act in a more benign manner.
Fourth, the sex worker pressure groups have sought 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 have been acting as a ginger group and being
reliant upon others (whether NGOs or the state) to provide either the
end goals or the facilitation of these.

Building on this development in a complimentary manner, but also
to a considerable degree extending this in both quantitative and qual-
itative terms, has been the emergence of the holding amongst some
sex workers of the view that as workers they should organise collec-
tively in the workplace or on the work setting. This is believed to be
the more effective way to increase their individual and collective
based degrees of workplace control and to pursue far more collectively
orientated rights. Consequently, the focus of attention is no longer
only or just, for example, the police, the legal system or the govern-
ment, but the immediate employment relationship, the employer and
the wage-effort bargain. Therefore, attention is given to the terms and
conditions of economic exchange in a way that did not exist previ-
ously. So, for example prostitutes as sex workers, are now focussing
attention on their own collective organisation as a trade union-type
organisation concerned with reducing the compulsion to take certain
customers and to increase the discretion in choosing customers. The
salience here concerns demands made by customers/employers to
perform certain tasks, and the risk of violence, unprotected sex/STDs
and abuse. Moreover, and flowing from this trade union orientation,
is a thrust to create, and rely on, their own resources to a far greater
degree. Although still deploying the expertise of others to a consider-
able degree, the ability to pay for and secure these resources results
from far greater self-organisation, self-activity and self-reliance. What



8 Sex Worker Union Organising

is also interesting to note here is that the current sex worker union
organisations have taken up and attempted to further build on the
agenda of the prostitutes’ rights movement for sex workers as well as
develop their own agenda of workers’ rights within a discourse and
organisational form of a social movement. The social movement is
that of the sex workers’ rights movement. This reflects the ideological
colourations of the activists as well as the weakness of the as yet only
nascent union organisations.

A growing but often hidden industry

The definition of what constitutes the ‘sex industry’, sometimes
referred to as the ‘sexploitation economy’, is open to interpretation.
Consequently, so too is its size. The narrowest definition would com-
prise frontline workers like prostitutes, strippers, live sex performers,
lap dancers, pornographic models, and sex chatline telephone and
text operators, encompassing both contact and non-contact with cus-
tomer activities. A broader definition would include pimps and pro-
curers, owners of establishments, sex teachers, certain publishers,
certain journalists, and support staff (e.g. cleaners, vendors, and secu-
rity guards). A broader still definition comprises the replication, man-
ufacture and sale of products and services in addition to just their
original creation. This, therefore, includes photographers, film makers,
lighting and sound assistants, sex toy manufacturers, retailers and so
on. Much, but not all of the sex industry is hidden from the ordinary
eye. The sex industry is physically located in certain spaces and adver-
tised and accessed by certain media. Only the desire to seek out and
identify its manifestations can in any way reveal its full extent. This
advertises their existence and their services without facilitating a
direct experience of them. To give some indication of the size of the
‘industry’, the International Labour Office (Lim 1998) in the late
1990s estimated that in just Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines and
Thailand, 0.8m-1.0m people earned a living from being paid for
sexual services, i.e. prostitution. In Britain, the UK Network of
Sex Work Projects (UKNSWP) estimated there were at least 80,000
prostitutes in Britain in 1999 (Kinnell 2004).

With the development of web-based computer and information
technologies, different arrays of media, and the arrival of call centres,
the sex industry has vastly expanded beyond simply prostitution, sex
shops, sex clubs and pornographic magazines. The re-legitimisation in
society of soft porn and stripping/lap dancing through the culture of
post-modern ‘new laddism’ and its female counterpart in the last
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decade and the move to more generally liberal attitudes towards sex
amongst younger generations in the last two decades have opened up
hitherto unforeseen market opportunities for sex industry entre-
preneurs. Despite this, very little is known about the structure
and employment conditions of the various components of the sex
industry, whether it be soft or hard core, legal or illegal, involving
employed or self-employed workers and so on. In this sense, much
remains hidden about the industry that is in many respects already
relatively clandestine and covert.

Aspects of collective and trade union organisation in the sex industry:
innovative and activity

The nature of trade union activity, in terms of constructing, mobilising
and maintaining union presence and union influence, in the sex
industry is explored. Consideration begins by focussing on the genesis
and growth of membership and organisation, the nature of union
members and union activists by sex industry sub-occupation, political
worldviews, and social backgrounds. The historical coincidence of a)
sex workers as workers having aspirations to gain recognition of their
work as worthwhile and legitimate and b) the take up by the union
movement in many countries of ‘union organising’ with its discourses
and language of demanding ‘dignity’, ‘justice’ and ‘respect’, their
organising of atypical and hitherto disorganised workers and their
espousal of the modus operandi of self-reliance and self-organising has
allowed the coming together of unions and sex workers. Significant
numbers of sex workers have long spoken these discourses and lan-
guage. One of the key resources to organising, albeit not in terms of
recruitment but rather in terms of consciousness- and awareness-
raising, has been that of the sex worker advocacy NGOs which work
around sexual health and well-being issues. Of some support in terms
of models of organisational ‘best practice’ and inspiration for activity
have been the long-standing examples of self-organisation of pro-
stitutes. Such groups initiated the early movement towards the normal-
isation of sex work. In terms of facilitating a more conducive
environment for unionisation to take place in, the recent move to
more liberal and libertarian attitudes towards sex and sexuality and the
growth of the sex industry, in terms of its size and diversity, have also
been critical developments.

While solidarity can be constructed as a result of realisation of same-
ness and commonality of interests in contradistinction to those of the
customers and employers, divisions can arise through competition for
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business, minimum price-undercutting and lowering standards of
service vis-a-vis health and safety. Insecurity may be heightened for
many sex workers, in terms of being self-employed and being ‘closer’ to
the market and so more susceptible to fluctuations in market demand,
whereas those that are employed have a limited intermediate form of
protection from the market. These phenomena form part of a wide
array of factors that act as obstacles to unionisation of sex workers.
They are expressed in, internalised as and manifested as ultimately
individual, non-collective processes and outcomes. Consequently,
there are tensions and counter-balances between the forces towards
unionisation and those towards the maintenance of disorganisation
and atomisation, producing a situation of as yet very limited union
penetration. Moreover, many of the individual forces identified above
have a contradictory nature, being potentially supportive of both
unionisation and atomisation across space and time according to the
contingent nature of different environmental conditions. For example,
the notion held by some sex workers that they are not exploited by
men/customers but that they do exploitation of men/customers is an
impediment in some ways to unionisation. However, in other ways it is
not, where the self-recognition of this perceived position of relative
power is essential to move sex workers away from feeling a sense of
being downtrodden and oppressed and towards believing they have
rights and entitlements. But the sense of self here is usually con-
structed as a highly individualistic trait. If they can, or believe they
can, ‘exploit’ others entirely on their own, this will not be conducive
to collectivisation. Another example is that hostility from employers
can be both a spur to unionisation and a disincentive to unionisation.
Over and above these ‘industry’ specific issues are a number of more
general factors which make unionisation problematic such as percep-
tions of union impotence, union irrelevance, unions as conflict makers
and so on.

Given the low organisational base from which unionisation is start-
ing in the sex industry, the small size of many establishments, the
small size of many employers, the high degree of self-employment and
the individualisation of the labour process, the balance of objectives
and roles of trade unionism in terms of individual and collective rights
is more complex than that which most other workers and unions face.
For sex workers, collective organisation is required to provide both
individual and collective rights, where elements of servicing and
friendly societies are prominent in terms of collective provision of indi-
vidual services and extra-workplace (pressure group) collective rep-
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resentation of occupational interests. But this particular configuration
also lays particular emphasis on the importance of building alliances in
civil society with other progressive organisations (as prostitutes’ rights
groups did) as well as engaging in what has become known as ‘commu-
nity unionism’ or social movement unionism. Because of the recogni-
tion of the weakness and narrowness of workplace unionism as well as
the weakness of the nascent form of sex industry trade unionism,
extra-workplace alliances and organisations have been entered into.
Only if there are significant developments in the extent of unionisa-
tion would the more mainstream activities of collective consultation
and collective bargaining at the workplace come into common play. To
this extent, and representing an ‘insecure workforce’, a different model
of collectivism and trade unionism appears appropriate for the possible
growth in unionisation of sex workers in the foreseeable future (see
Heery et al. 2004).

In the dialogues and processes outlined above, two further important
tensions exist in sex worker trade unionism. First, the activists that are
needed to undertake the recruiting and organising are relatively more
likely to be representative of, and gravitate towards, the culture of
the ‘organising’ model (Blyton and Turnbull 2004), particularly in terms
of providing self-motivation and a rationale for the empowerment of sex
workers, while the sex workers themselves as ordinary members and as
potential members are relatively more likely to be representative of, and
gravitate towards, the culture of the ‘servicing’ model (Blyton and
Turnbull 2004). The latter arises because of the presence of a number of
factors outlined above such as individualism, self-employed status and so
on within ordinary members and amongst potential members. Second,
and given that sex work can be characterised as a form of ‘service’ or
‘emotional’ work, there is a potential for greater complexity in the
employment relationship because it goes beyond the normal trifurcation
of the worker, the employer and the union. In trade union terms, and in
a production environment, the primary relationship is between the
employer/management and the worker. In service environment, there is
an additional and qualitatively different aspect, namely, the interface
between workers and customers (see, for example, Korczynski (2002a,
2002b)), where greater variation in the configuration of the capital-
labour relations may arise with regard to mediating and intervening role
of the customer. For sex work, there are often two other important
aspects, namely, the direct consumption of the service which the indi-
vidual sex worker is responsible for producing with their own labour,
and significant social regulation by an extra-work third party, that being
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the state (and police and judiciary). And for those that are self-employed
and/or who have their own premises as a workplace, there is a consider-
ably more complex environment in which trade unionism has to
attempt to work in. So with this initial examination, sex work per se
represents a more complex configuration of employment relations than
that of most work and even of service work (where issues of women’s
oppression and the absence of dignity and respect are set aside for the
moment). Indeed, certain types of sex work are significantly more
complex than this simple outline.

Rationale

Why research the subject matter of the unionisation of sex workers?
This is an obvious question to ask when there would seem to be many
other more deserving, and more appropriate, groups of workers for
trade unions to turn their attention to, and for these to be researched.
There are a number of aspects to the answer as alluded to in the
Preface. In no particular order, the following aspects for the purposes
of studying workers’ self-activity and battle for control of their working
lives would appear to be the most salient. Firstly, sex workers in
various countries have sought to organise themselves and then sought
the help of trade unions rather than trade unions seeking out sex
workers. This signifies some attempt towards self-determination and,
possibly, also towards self-emancipation. Secondly, trade unions
throughout the countries of the world are desperately in need of
replenishing their depleted memberships in order to be in a position to
reassert their ability to protect and advance the interests of workers.
Thus, many new groups of workers, like sex workers, may need to be
considered as appropriate groups to organise for this to happen.
Thirdly, amongst sex workers are many of the most exploited,
oppressed and downtrodden workers to be found in society. The chal-
lenge here for trade unionism is the challenge of attempting to become
the voice of, and tribune for, a group which in simple terms is amongst
the most in need of protection. This is often expressed in terms of
unions performing the role of ‘the sword of justice’. Fourthly, the
attempt to unionise sex workers is emblematic of the wider challenge
for trade unionism as a whole, namely, how to connect with and then
effectively organise what are generically known as ‘service workers’
which comprise a vast diversity of groups with differing terms and con-
ditions of employment. Sex workers represent, by and large, an
example of a group of workers who are often self-employed or work in



Introduction 13

small numbers in highly individualised ways. These same basic aspects
of the employment relationship are replicated in the case of many
other groups of workers. Thus, can the relatively new ‘organising’
approach (Blyton and Turnbull 2004) successfully organise these
workers and lead to effective self-representation? Fifthly, and given
the predominance of women as sex workers, can the trade union
movement overcome its traditional indifference and even hostility to
fighting for ‘women’s issues’ in a case where workers’ rights are inextri-
cably bound up with women’s rights? There are, of course, other
aspects, reasons and controversies that surround the subject of study-
ing the unionisation of sex workers. These will become apparent in the
subsequent chapters.

There is also a further aspect of the rationale that concerns the issue
that ‘size does not matter’. Researching the presence of sex worker
union organisation is to examine the phenomena as part of studying
the social relations of production, distribution and exchange within
the sex industry. In these terms, it is valid to ask why certain processes
are set in train, i.e. that of unionisation, regardless of the extent of it
and what success and effectiveness it has recorded. But by the same
token, it is also pertinent to investigate the absence of certain phenom-
ena, even if in a counter-factual manner. Lastly, and on a more practi-
cal level, the unionisation of sex workers has not been researched and
studied to date, even by those concerned with issues of women, gender
and feminism. This research attempts to establish a crossover between
what can be broadly termed ‘gender studies’ on the one hand, and
‘industrial relations’ on the other. For gender studies, the focus is not
unduly straight industrial relations although the concentration is on
trade unionism. For industrial relations, the focus is not conventional
in that the terrain is sex work.

The choice of countries

Seven countries have been chosen for this study. That choice was dic-
tated by emergence of significant sex worker union organisations from
various milieus and pressure groups in these particular countries as
well as access to materials and documents about their activities. A
legitimate critical observation here would be to point out that the
examination of the absence of sex worker union organisation is a nec-
essary counterpart to the study of the presence of sex worker union
organisation. This is absolutely correct and to some extent is dealt
with in Chapter 7 which examines the relative ‘underdevelopment’ of
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sex worker union organisation in Canada and New Zealand as well as
in Chapter 9 which considers barriers to union organising. However,
this consideration is not equivalent to examining the particular
absence of sex worker union organisation in France, Spain or Italy, for
example. With the resources at hand (see below), this has been a nec-
essary compromise and it is to be hoped that future research will
examine these additional arenas. (For accounts and details of sex
workers’ self-organisations, almost exclusively concerning prostitu-
tion, in other countries, particularly in non-western economies, see
the work of Gallin (2003), Kempadoo and Doezema (1998) and
Truong (1990:187)).

Research methods and methodological issues

The approach to gathering data for this research has been unusual in
that it has not been the standard fare in social science of conducting
interviews with, and disseminating questionnaires to, the subjects of
the research, that is, the sex workers, in order to generate primary data.
Studying the presence and absence of unionisation and union organ-
isation amongst sex workers presented the researcher with a number of
difficult, though not insurmountable, challenges. Most sex workers are
not visible for the purposes of contacting them (see also Shaver
(2005)). Street working prostitutes represent, as it were, only a tip of an
iceberg. The workplaces (as opposed to the work) of prostitutes
working in brothels and flats are often as invisible as are those work-
places of sex chatline workers or porn models and actors. Equally too,
most sex workers are not freely accessible to the researcher even where
they are visible such as those working in massage/sauna parlours, and
strip and lap dancing clubs. Access requires permission from social or
professional gatekeepers (Sanders 2005¢e; Shaver 2005), management or
the payment of money where sex workers could rightly be expected to
be remunerated for their time spent not being available to earn money
from their jobs. Sex workers are thus an example of a ‘hard-to-reach
(research) population’. On top of this, sex workers wish to retain some
degree of anonymity in their dealings with people outside their own
immediate circles for fear of further stigmatisation and hostility, being
taken advantage of, and for their personal safety (cf. Fine 2000;
Hubbard 1999; McRae 1992; O’Neill 1996; Sanders 2005d, 2005e).
These problems are accentuated by the researcher being male where
the vast majority of sex workers are female in a world dominated by
heterosexuality and sexism (cf. Hubbard 1999; O’Connell and Layder
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1994:219-20; Sanders 2005a:25-6, 2005¢), and where there were no
available advocates for the researcher (cf. Mattley 1997; Sanders
2005a:25-6, and see below on Ana Lopes).

This research was also carried out with meagre resources. Large sums of
funding were not applied for from grant giving bodies because it is hard
enough to gain money to research the processes of ‘normal’ unionisation.
It was concluded that it would be harder still to gain funding to research
the unionisation of sex workers (cf. Mattley (1998:150)). The time and
effort spent on making fruitless applications for funding was regarded as
better spent gathering sources of information on sex workers (see below).
Indeed, applications to the left-wing Amiel-Melburn and Lipman-
Miliband Trusts for small sums were unsuccessful. Consequently, visiting
sex workers throughout the countries under study to interview them as
well as paying them some compensation for their time was not an option
(cf. Sanders 2005c:24). Neither was phoning sex chatlines in order to
attempt to speak to the sex workers about their jobs nor accessing live
porn web sites or buying porn magazines to try to gain the means by
which to contact the actors and actresses. Quite apart from the simple
issue of gaining funding, complications would undoubtedly have arisen
regarding the expenditure of grant money on such items and steering a
course through university ethics committees. Although not having
resources to carry out the research in this way can be regarded as a
significant shortcoming, not having the responsibilities of, and condi-
tions attached to, funding made the tasking of carrying out the research
in some ways much easier and freer. The resources that were most
helpful, given the nature of the methodology outlined below, was the
remission from teaching and administration as result of a period of sab-
batical leave in early 2004 for which I am most grateful to the University
of Stirling, then a research professorship at the University of Hertfordshire
and the use of university inter-library loans service to gain access to a
plethora of materials published abroad. The Wordpower and Silver Moon
bookshops in Edinburgh and London, respectively, were also useful in
availing myself of writings on sex work.

Nonetheless, there are a number of ways in which the force of these
limitations has been lessened and ameliorated, although not completely
controlled for. Sex workers themselves have been extremely active in
reflecting on, and writing about, their own work experiences and debat-
ing their analyses of these as part of their desire for self-expression and
self-understanding and, most crucially, as part of their struggle to have
‘sex work’ regarded as legitimate work and recognised as such by wider
society. These writings have spanned the range of sex work, rather than
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just being about prostitution. Compared to fieldwork interviews, such
writings allow a greater degree of contemplation and reflection. The
major anthologies and collections written by sex workers, former sex
workers and their supporters are edited by Delacoste and Alexander
(1987, 1998), Bell (1987), Dragu and Harrison (1988), Futterman (1992),
Keefe (1993), Perkins et al. (1994), McClintock (1993a), Cockington and
Marlin (1995), Macy (1996), Nagle (1997), Queen (1997), Kempadoo and
Doezema (1998) and Sycamore (2000) and cover primarily Australia,
Canada and the US. In particular, sex worker union activists have been
even more prolific in their writings, largely because these have formed a
key medium by which to attempt to reach other sex workers with a view
to unionisation and union mobilisation. In using this material, and
without making a virtue out of a necessity, it has been possible to let the
sex workers speak for themselves and to allow their authentic voices to
come through. If wider access to sex workers had been gained, then this
would have been used to allow further sex workers’ voices to speak. Thus,
salient documentation from the publications and websites of sex worker
union activists has been plentiful and well-utilised for this research.

Other groups and bodies involved with the sexual health and human
rights of sex workers and those concerned to promote a more liberal
agenda of sexuality have welcomed the attempts to unionise sex
workers as compatible with their agendas. Consequently, they have
opened their publications to sex workers and discussed their activities.
This provides another rich source of material. A further source of the
voice of the sex worker has been from the academic writings on sex
work and sex workers. These academics, in contrast to, and because of
the writings of ‘radical feminists’ like Barry, Dworkin and MacKinnon,
have been keen to allow the sex workers to be heard through, and have
their voices present in their work.

Reflecting the desire to reach other sex workers and to gain legi-
timacy for sex work, sex worker union activists have sought to use the
media (press, radio and television) to their benefit. The media, in turn,
has been keen to take up these overtures by dint of ‘sex’ being deemed
newsworthy because it is ‘sexy’ and interesting. Some of this interest
comes from titillation, some from genuine curiosity, some from new
feminist concerns and some from concerns about the ‘lot of the
workers’. Using newspaper sources, in effect using newspaper archives,
has its disadvantages in that the coverage can be sporadic, often being
a response to press releases of the sex worker union activists themselves
rather than of independent enquiry, and that the questions asked and
underlying assumptions deployed are not necessarily those of the



