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ABSTRACT

RedTraSex is a Latin American transnational network organizing sex
workers to push back and challenge the persistent and leading narrative on
sex work, labour and human trafficking. The presence of the network
highlights the role of collective action needed to challenge laws and address
the rights of sex workers across the region. Representing sex worker
organizations in fifteen countries in the region, RedTraSex creates an
alternate vision around organizing and affirming the rights of sex workers
and they contribute to the formulation of an alternative to the language of
human trafficking that is based in sex worker’s own definitions,
experiences and organizing. This research analyzes writings produced by
RedTraSex, and qualitative interviews conducted with members of the
Costa Rican sex worker organization, La Sala (The Living Room).

“Nos parimios a nosotras mismas. Y, como todo parto,
no fue facil ni silencioso.”
“We gave birth to ourselves. And, like all births, it was
not easy or silent.”- 
(RedTraSex 2007a, 19)

Establishing a Sex Worker Network in Latin America: RedTraSex

This article considers the importance of the international network of
sex worker organizations in Latin America known as RedTraSex, a
group that has invigorated collective sex worker organizing and
training throughout the region. RedTraSex (Red de Mujeres
Trabajadores Sexuales de Latino América Y El Caribe-Women’s
Network of Sex Workers of Latin America and the Caribbean), a
network of sex worker organizations in fifteen countries in the
region was founded in 1997 and formalized in 1999. The original
plan for the network emerged from of a conference of sex worker
organizations in Costa Rica in 1997. It is a network of organizations
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from Argentina, Belize, Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, El
Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama,
Paraguay, Peru, and the Dominican Republic. The executive
regional secretary of RedTraSex is based in Buenos Aires,
Argentina. The group is an active transnational network that
organizes sex workers around various political issues, including
labour and reproductive health. Furthermore, the organizers
actively meet and participate in conferences throughout the region,
as well as work independently in their local organizations to create
unique sociopolitical organizing goals based on the needs of sex
workers within each country. 

The goal of RedTraSex is to “Augment the presence and
visibility of organizations of female sex workers in political spaces
and to make decisions at the national, regional and international
level” (redtrasex.org/arNuestros Logros). RedTraSex is very
political in orientation, and actively discusses and organizes around
HIV/AIDS prevention, human rights, violence prevention, labour
rights, machismo and gendered double standards. They actively
distinguish the work they do as being with women who are of legal
age who consent to work in the sex industry. They frame themselves
as workers fighting for recognition and for an end to violence and
coercion against sex workers. It is concerned with empowering
workers through strengthening women’s organizing, and in
promoting an awareness of workers’ human rights. It presents a
different perspective on making sex workers visible as political
agents. This insight on sex work organizing provides both a
practical perspective and a theoretical insight on sex worker
political development and social movement organizing.  Conse-
quently, by politics, I am referring to a broader understanding of
political behavior, including participation in community organiza-
tions and social movements to smaller acts of informal organizing,
as well as the established organizers, activists, and policy-makers
who work with direct or extant issues related to prostitution. This
also includes various types of resistance and workers’ critical
analysis about participation in local and international organiza-
tions.

The analysis I present here contributes to the scholarship on
how sex workers organize politically and mobilize to engage
human rights concepts and language to their political advantage. As
RedTraSex explains, “We define ourselves as ‘workers’ because we
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see ourselves as women who, without opportunities, we opt to get
and maintain a living for our families by doing this work”
(RedTraSex 2007a, 13). They fight for recognition of their work
across Latin America and the Caribbean, noting that this visibility
will put in place the legal protections for consenting workers, and
will actually help women trafficked into prostitution to have
criminal recourse for their experiences. They refuse to claim the
notion of the helpless victim, instead opting to identify themselves
as workers, recognizing that framing the work within a labour
discourse matters to combating the institutional violence and
stigma that perpetuates state violence against sex workers. Their
work to increase the visibility of sex workers as workers,
contributes to the formulation of an alternative to the language of
human trafficking that frames sex workers as trafficking victims
that need to be protected. Sex workers demand labour recognition
and inclusion to create a political reality that is based in sex
worker’s own definitions, experiences and organizing. Sex work
organizations pressure the state to include voices, like those of
RedTraSex member organizations, in political debates. This is
fundamental to policy change that seeks to include their pers-
pectives, and sex workers’ lived experiences, to address the kinds of
violence and coercion that sex workers face, often called
“trafficking”. Furthermore, sex workers combat a global trafficking
narrative that rarely consults actual sex workers before
implementing policies that affect them (Cabezas 2000, Garofalo
2010, Lopez-Embury and Sanders 2009, Mukerjee 2006).

Historical discourse has framed the positioning of migrant
and/or working women as either prostitutes or enslaved and
trafficked women, interpretive frames that persist until the con-
temporary period. Historically, this was a fear of ‘white slavery,’
thought of as the kidnapping and prostituting of white women,
shown through the express concern for women’s purity, sexuality,
and migration (Guy 1991). The literature on these women’s forced
or voluntary migrations highlights how fear of female prostitutes
also extended into concerns about the purity and morality of white
women broadly and internationally (Chapkis 2007). Historically, the
startling tales of large numbers of “white women sold into ruin”
were mostly unsubstantiated, but created a broad movement of
organizers who worked to pressure governments for a response to
the problem (Chapkis 2007). 

Transnational Sex Worker
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Abolitionist arguments maintain that prostitution has a
negative effect on women and should be eliminated and this
perspective remains the most formally influential in a con-
temporary sense. However, critiques do exist that assert that
international law does not recognize the distinction between forced
and unforced prostitution (Schleifer 2006, 219). Some highlight how
approaching prostitution with abolitionist aims results in framing
of prostitutes through the lens of sexual deviance only for those
who voluntarily enter sex work, and frames everyone else as
victims. Prostitutes are then classed as diseased or un-diseased, as
responsible or irresponsible, and thereby are framed as either
deserving or undeserving of aid, rescue, or reform (Scott 2006, 227).
Once protection becomes the aim, framing sex workers as needy
powerless victims, they are often kept out of policy and decision-
making circles around issues affecting their lives (Blanchette and
Murray 2016). Sex worker organizations, which have emerged
globally, like RedTraSex, and the many other organizations that
exist in Latin America, have made this discourse more holistic. By
demanding the rights of sex workers, or rather, by demanding that
their rights be respected, as would be the human rights of any other
citizen, RedTraSex has become a visible political entity within the
region and has pushed sex workers to organize visibly in spaces
that shape their lives.

Scholars have studied sex workers as social movement
organizers and deal with the nuances they address in their labour,
while also asserting agency through their work and informal or
political organizing (Chapkis 1997, Cruz 2012, Jenness 1993, Majic
2010, Cabezas 2009, Berger 2004, Kempadoo and Doezema 1998,
MODEMU and Murray 2002, Rivers-Moore 2009, Blanchette and
Murray 2016). Organizing publicly, given the stigma and
discrimination still often associated with sex work, is an indication
of a willingness to engage with the politics associated with
prostitution(RedTraSex 2007a, 2007b). In the case of Latin America
numerous sex worker organizations begin to coalesce in the 1980s.
Notable among some of the earliest organizations were the
Association of Autonomous Workers “June 22” in Ecuador (1982),
the Brazilian Network of Sex Workers (1987), the Association of
Professional Female Prostitutes in Uruguay (1986), Davida in Brazil
(1992), La Sala of Costa Rica (1994), Association of Argentine
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Prostitutes (AMMAR) (1994), the Movement of United Women in
the Dominican Republic (1997), and COIN Centro de Orientación e
Investigación Integral in the Dominican Republic (1996) (Abad et al.
1998, Blanchette and Murray 2016, Kempadoo and Doezema 1998,
Kempadoo 1999, MODEMU and Murray 2002).

The sustainability of an organization depends on maintaining
local support. Della Porta and Diani (1999, 88) discuss the
connectedness people experience with the group noting that, “To
identify with a movement also means to have feelings of solidarity
towards people with whom one is not, in most cases, linked by
direct personal contacts, but with whom one shares, however,
aspirations and values”. This helps build membership in the
movements (Cabezas 2009, RedTraSex, 2007b). For sex worker
organizations to grow, they need this alternative framing to attract
membership, as well funding and attention from outside
organizations. A Member of Coyote USA notes the difficulty of
doing this:

A major factor has always been the difficulty in obtaining
funds, either from foundations or the government, to continue
public education and/or service-oriented projects. A second
equally important factor is that speaking out about prostitutes’
rights when you are a prostitute involves a good deal of
personal risk; it is difficult to sustain the effort without
financial and political support. For many people and
organizations, prostitution is still an extremely controversial
issue (COYOTE, National Task Force on Prostitution 1987, 292).

In identifying with the above struggles that sex workers face, and in
using this knowledge to work in communities both locally and
transnationally, organizers are able to cultivate solidarity, develop a
more unified struggle, and nurture support from the local
community. 

An important part of examining sex worker organizing and
activism is through the exploration of texts written by sex workers.
In this article, I examine RedTraSex documents, including the books
A Movement of High Heels: Reflections and Activities to Strengthen Our
Organizations (2007) and 10 Years of Action: The Experience of the
Network of Sex Workers in Latin America and the Caribbean (2007) to
look at organizing and empowerment strategies. These add
uniquely to the corpus of literature produced by sex workers and
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sex worker organizations (see, for example Cabezas 2000, Cabezas
2009, Chapkis 1997, Delacoste and Alexander 1987, Kempadoo and
Doezema 1998, MODEMU and Murray 2002, Taormino et al. 2013).
Since I believe close examination of texts by sex workers will only
improve debates on the subject, I include analysis of RedTraSex
texts, to highlight the important role sex workers have in shaping
conversations in social, academic and policy circles.

This article also explores empowerment and leadership
development in organizations via the entry point of founding
RedTraSex members, Argentine organization AMMAR (Association
of Argentine Prostitutes, founded in 1994) and Costa Rican sex
worker organization, La Sala (The Living Room, founded in 1994).
Both organizations were instrumental in the 1997 meeting of sex
worker organizations in Latin America and the subsequent
development of RedTraSex, and consequently both groups have
influenced the development of sex worker organizers throughout
the region. AMMAR was one of the first organizations in Latin
America to successfully organize into a workers union in 1995, a
major accomplishment that established a blueprint on how to
integrate sex workers into the labour movement. This project
includes interviews with La Sala activists who have worked with
RedTraSex, as well as from sex workers who work near the
organization.2 I explore RedTraSex, AMMAR, La Sala and
associated network organizations in order to examine the following
question:3 what are the strategies used to organize and empower
sex workers? In considering the relationship between separate
organizations and the larger network, I turn to La Sala’s connection

2 This is a UCLA IRB approved study with a verbal consent process. All sex worker
participant names have been changed throughout this paper. RPIL Study, IRB #
11-003405-CR-00002.

3 I spent seven months over two trips working with La Sala from January to June
of 2012, and in August 2013 where I conducted 40 interviews with current and
former female sex workers. I made this specific choice because of my concern
with women’s organizing and political engagement processes. While the majority
of women were Costa Rican, I also interviewed Dominican, Peruvian, and
Nicaraguan women. The organizers of La Sala graciously offered me space in
their loft office space to conduct interviews. Interviews ranged in length from
twenty minutes to one and a half hours, though most interviews lasted between
45-60 minutes. With an average age of fifty, most participants are mothers and
many are grandmothers. They represent many self-described race/color
categories, including self-described categories of blanca (white), trigueña (curly
hair, brownish), morena (brunette, dark hair and skin), mulatta (mixed,
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to RedTraSex, and each of their goals to develop politically engaged
sex worker leaders throughout Latin America and the Caribbean.

The study uniquely highlights the transnational worker led
push to frame sex workers as workers and organizers in Latin
American and Caribbean countries. AMMAR and La Sala, as
members of RedTraSex, represent various network concepts and
ideas about sex work, human rights and labour. A better
understanding of these groups will help to drive a more
comprehensive political understanding of how people who are
often framed as powerless assert positions of power within their
socio-political contexts and push back against being framed at
either end of the spectrum as people to be saved or avoided. 

A Sex Worker Union in Latin America: AMMAR

Argentina is the home of an organization of sex workers called
AMMAR (Association of Argentine Prostitutes) who have or-
ganized and been accepted into a union, which inspires women
throughout the rest of the region by showing the possibilities of
labour organizing (Hardy 2010). AMMAR’s role within RedTraSex
highlights the political gains that the network has achieved,
highlighting an organization that has formed a union. AMMAR
joins other sex worker organizations who have successfully
unionized like exotic dancers who unionized in San Francisco, CA,
sex workers who successfully unionized in Australia, in Paraguay
where they successfully unionized and achieved their rights to
retirement and a pension, and in Mexico, where La Union Única
organizes sex workers and surrounding auxiliary workers (Cabezas
2000).

In the case of AMMAR, formed in 1994, the organization was
able to integrate itself into the Central de Trabajadores Argentinos
(Central Argentine Union—CTA) in 1995, a workers’ union in the
country. This provided a huge boost to the organization, helping to
legitimize the sex workers’ concerns as labourers amongst other
workers. They have been mobilized against police abuse of sex
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African/European), and mestiza (mixed race- Indigenous/European). They have a
broad range of educational attainment, though the majority of respondents did
not complete high school. Many women described migrating to the capital from
regions across the country, highlighting stories of agricultural and rural families,
and the need to migrate to larger cities for greater access to work.
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workers. They became galvanized after the 2003 murder of a fellow
sex worker compañera, organizer, and general secretary of
AMMAR, Sandra Cabrera, who had spoken out against police
violence, bad treatment and extortion of sex workers (Hardy 2010).
While a police officer was originally held for her murder, he was not
prosecuted for the crime. 

As an organization, AMMAR has had political success: they
have met with the former President of the country Néstor Kirchner
on the rights of sex workers and were instrumental in his
acknowledging and signing a decree on the discrimination
experienced by sex workers since they are not receiving social
security or retirement benefits (Reynaga 2005, 4). They have
participated in international meetings on HIV/AIDS, where
AMMAR leader Elena Reynaga was the first sex worker speaker to
be invited to speak at a session of the World AIDS conference in
Mexico in 2008 (RedTraSex pamphlet). They have participated in
high-level hearings and meetings with United Nations branches,
including United Nations AIDS, who have also provided program
funding. Representatives from RedTraSex have traveled throughout
Latin America to speak on issues of health and HIV/AIDS. Reynaga
has become an international figure who has represented the
organization in various political spaces, with heads of states, within
International Organizations, and conferences on HIV/AIDS. She
reflects on the process of unionizing: 

In March of 1995, we became part of the CTA, and this was the
turning point in our struggle to gain acceptance, recognition
and clout. It was of great help in our combat against police
violence, since we now had the backing of this large federation
of labour unions, and when we lodged complaints of violence
and harassment, the complaints were not only signed by
AMMAR, but also by the CTA (Reynaga 2005, 3).

The weight of having a labour union behind sex workers is
significant in their fight for recognition of human rights and labour
conditions of sex workers. The presence of the union makes it
slightly easier to challenge the growing international rhetoric and
anxieties around sex trafficking, arguing that not all prostitutes are
sex trafficking victims, and that as workers, they must be included
at the policy-making table. 
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The Politics of Representation: Who Leads?

There are growing numbers of sex work organizations, including
those made up of advocates and sex workers, and this distinction of
who makes up the base of the organization can potentially affect the
focus and goals of the organization. The question of sex worker
involvement and leadership is a point of focus for RedTraSex. In A
High Heels Movement (2007b), RedTraSex highlights a strong
distinction between NGOs and groups made up by sex workers. In
defining differences between sex worker advocates and
organizations made up by sex workers, they argue:

We are the base of the organizations. We call it this because the
sex workers are the base, and from this arise the direction of the
organizations: we, the people that live the problems, decide to
be the protagonists of our destiny, taking it in our hands to
transform it. We form the organization and direct it. We decide
what issues to work on and how to work on it. Only in these
base organizations is the voice really our own. (RedTraSex
2007b, 180).

The women of RedTraSex acknowledge the difference between
having advocates who are concerned with various issues sex
workers deal with and the empowering of sex workers themselves.
RedTraSex does not advocate against sex worker advocates, and
notes that, “Some [organizations] have stifled us, and others have
sincere concern. They can be very good people, but they will never
be true voices of sex workers” (2007b, 180). Advocates might have
positive intentions, but may or may not work directly with sex
workers on the policies they choose to engage or support.
RedTraSex also speaks to broader differences between sex worker
and advocate-led leadership, including issues like the ability to
control funds, make the important decisions about which projects to
pursue, and control how they form and present their identity to the
local community. The text provides a critique about mixed
organizations: “Some of us participated in the past in organizations
FOR sex workers. But we noticed that we didn’t take a leap. Like
one compañera said ‘It’s been years since we’ve been going to
trainings. How many workshops have they given us and still we
have not begun to fly with our own strength?’” (ibid. 182). This
highlights a sentiment about the mixed groups whereby organiza-
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tions for sex workers might come to stifle leadership and project
development on the part of sex workers. 

Furthermore, RedTraSex frames itself within a labour debate
“The base organization presents an identity that brings us closer to
working people: in forming an organization OF sex workers we are
an organization of workers that fight for our rights next to all other
working people” (RedTraSex 2007b, 181). Not only does RedTraSex
mobilize sex workers, but they are politicizing sex workers. In A
High Heels Movement (2007b) each chapter is followed by a series of
activities, icebreakers, and conversation starters that meeting
participants can use to address how to organize and work together.
This is an attempt to both educate and provide a space for
individual and group development through engaging activities.
RedTraSex frames itself and its work in solidarity and an insistence
on the inherent human rights and dignity of sex workers,
challenging the status quo around sex work. It is actively concerned
with discussing gender roles, machismo, worker’s rights, and other
systematic issues that affect workers (RedTraSex 2007b). The
network asserts the need for the organizers to be both brave and
independent in their organizing, offering advice that: 

In RedTraSex, the organizations of sex workers now are not
only health promoters. From our organizations of base, we do
politics. What does it mean, “we do politics”? We are not in any
political party, nor do we tell our comrades who to vote for in
the presidential elections. To do politics means that we look for
positioning and political action to achieve change (RedTraSex
2007b, 191).

The organizers are developing a way to have other sex workers
think of themselves directly as political actors with direct effects on
political outcomes. This does affect how organizers are able to
balance work traditionally connected with sex worker activism, like
HIV prevention, to responding to new opportunities for organizing,
like challenging the victim-centered rhetoric and political policies
associated with sex trafficking. 

Labour and Human Rights 

“No nos olvidemos: una sola gota de agua apenas moja, pero
juntas hacemos un aguacero.”
“We cannot forget: one drop of water barely wets, but together
we make a downpour.” (RedTraSex, 2007b, 176)
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In the case of how RedTraSex frames the work that they do as seen
through their websites, research, and manuals, social movement
theory with a focus on frame analysis can serve as a good point of
entry. Zald (1996, 212) comments that “frames are the specific
metaphors, symbolic representations, and cognitive cues used to
render or chart behavior and events in an evaluative mode and to
suggest alternative modes of action”. An organization works to
frame the approach it’s going to take, whether it is in organizing, or
how it will present itself in the media. The use of frames affects how
groups are able to attract people based on the symbols used (Della
Porta and Diani 1999). The framing a group uses is an important
consideration, especially as it relates to their ability to garner media
attention in a way in which movements cannot generally afford to
solicit on their own (McAdam 1996). This access to media helps an
organization or NGO seem to be useful for amassing support within
the local communities, but to also serve as important messages for
policy-makers, foreign funding agencies, and the target population
of the organization.

We have to explore the ways in which sex worker
organizations are able to push the discussion of human rights and
human trafficking away from framing sex workers as victims, and
towards enabling use of human rights tools to assert the rights
granted to all people. RedTraSex continues to move this
conversation by writing about rights as objects to be wielded,
“Rights are weapons. They are tools formed out of words. They
serve us, above all to argue to demand that a situation changes”
(RedTraSex 2007b,150). 

RedTraSex argues for sex workers to become politicized
around their life and labour conditions, and to consider themselves
and their organizing as occurring within the realm of the political.
To this end, the network itself has gained a role in the fight against
HIV, and has political currency in its meetings with government
representatives, policy-makers, and health advocates. In advocating
for changing laws around prostitution, they crack open a narrative
around sex work, labour and migration. Furthermore, the network
sees developing women as leaders and supporting the
organizations in each country as political in nature. This network
serves to affirm the group in the explicitly political space of health
policy and human rights, cementing sex workers’ role as
participants and advocates in international organizing efforts.

Transnational Sex Worker
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RedTraSex reflects this demand for policy change and
decriminalization, “Sex workers DON’T want a law for us. We seek
to achieve the same rights as the whole of the working people, the
rights that correspond to people that live from their work”
(RedTraSex 2007b, 151), emphasis original). The narrative of sex as
work challenges ideas of sex trafficking because it forces people to
frame sex work as something that someone might choose. The
demand for laws to view and treat sex workers as workers
challenges policy-makers to dig deeper and address factors
including domestic immigration laws and top-down state policies
that make the poorest and most unprotected migrant workers even
more vulnerable. Every worker can relate to wanting access to basic
demands and rights, and RedTraSex helps affirm this as well by
educating others on concepts of human rights and the rights of
every worker. 

RedTraSex promotes sex workers as political actors and
leaders within their communities, and recognizes that they can be
central to change for sex workers throughout the region if they are
given space to discuss the issues affecting their lives. They assert
“we look for a better quality of life for sex workers, so that they
recognize us as subjects of rights and strategic actors for the
development of our communities” (RedTraSex 2007a, 22). They note
throughout the literature that sex workers need to take the lead on
issues affecting their communities, including efforts around health
and policy.

RedTraSex affirms the power of the collective and highlights
all of the important work that can be accomplished when sex
workers decide to organize. Their literature highlights all of the
potential successes of this movement when sex workers work
together on their own behalf. This affirms the role of organizing for
rights, “How do we reclaim our rights? Never alone. Always
alongside our compañeras. To be organized helps to better our
situation and our possibilities to win” (RedTraSex 2007b, 150). This
highlights the work necessary in order to develop strong sex worker
led organizations. The decision making by women, who have lived
the experiences of sex workers, allows them the space to speak on
the their own behalf, speaking to the policies created and
approaches that could be best served within the community. 
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Affirming the Power of the Transnational

In July of 2012, the glossy Costa Rican fashion magazine Perfil
(Profile), whose audience is adult women, ran a feature article on
the Costa Rican organization La Sala. It discussed the question of
rights for sex workers in Costa Rica, and how the workers want to
be recognized, pay their taxes, have access to health care, along with
the rights of all workers. Elena Reynaga, who served as the
Executive Secretary for both RedTraSex and AMMAR, is also
featured in the interview. Reynaga’s words as a leader of a
transnational organization RedTraSex, affirm La Sala members by
highlighting their collective struggle across Latin America. Article
author María Fernanda Cruz includes the voice of Reynaga in the
article noting that the organizers seek to “Adopt an Inter-American
Convention to promote the complete exercise of ‘free and dignified
sexual and reproductive rights’ and that the state guarantee the
right of women to make decisions about their bodies” (Cruz 2012,
94). The magazine highlights the goals of the group, as well as their
efforts within an international framework to assert their rights,
indicating the extent of their international organizing. As in the case
of the Perfil article, the framing of sex workers as workers makes
them very relatable to the magazine’s readership. This encourages
the public to see sex workers within a framework of labour and
human rights. Additionally, featuring leadership from RedTraSex in
an article about La Sala highlights the international ties of the Costa
Rican organization, helping to frame them as both organized and
well connected. 

While each organization in RedTraSex is autonomous, the
existence of the network creates a central force that strengthens each
individual organization that comprises it. In many of the countries
that make up the network, there are only a small number of sex
worker organizations, and sometimes only one organization exists
in that country. Given the lack of similar projects within each nation,
the international network affirms a larger transnational political
space that not only works to back each smaller organization, but
also provides a space for Latin American and Caribbean women to
come together on a political, organizational, and transnational level.
Member organizations also note the way the network helps to make
their group more visible, aiding in garnering media attention and

Transnational Sex Worker



100 SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC STUDIES

funds. Maria Conseulo Raymundo,4 director of the Salvadoran sex
worker organization, Orchids of the Sea, notes, “RedTraSex
provides us more visibility with government institutions. If we are
on our own nothing happens, but when we are united in so many
countries, the people have to take us seriously” (RedTraSex 2007a,
76). The network maintains emphases on human rights and sex
worker leadership that help to centralize some of the goals for sex
workers across Latin America. It both represents an effort to
organize and creates greater recognition and traction for individual
organizations. Increased visibility of organizations ensures their
ability to secure funding and survive. The power of belonging to
RedTraSex is seen through the organizers of La Sala in their
expectations of solidarity and support by other RedTraSex member
organizations. La Sala’s ability to assert belonging to the network
acts as further evidence of their political work and international
influence. 

Participating in Transnational Relationships: RedTraSex and La
Sala 

Many women have been politicized through their participation in
the network and experience empowerment of various kinds via
travel and association with the group. La Sala leader, Nubia
Ordoñez,5 addresses the role of travel in the empowerment of
workers in Costa Rica: 

Well, participating in the network has been very enriching for
us, so much, so much because we have traveled so much. My
compañera Grettel, Camila and I, sometimes two at a time, and
sometimes only one of us could . . . In every workshop we have
been to, we come back with a huge energy, you know? Every
workshop we go to with them (RedTraSex) we come back with
so much strength and so much desire to continue with the
project and to go on. It’s been really nice to be in the network
. . . we have felt important to be able to participate in the
network, to be able to travel . . . but I say that for La Sala it has

4 Some leaders and organizers within organizations use their real names in spaces
of sex worker organizing as a way to increase the visibility of their work, to reject
the stigma, and to encourage and support other sex workers.  

5 Ordoñez is a longtime leader of La Sala who organizes publically and has been
very active in the media and in international organizing for the rights of sex
workers.
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been really positive to belong to and to be connected to the
network. We have gone to Argentina, to Mexico, the Dominican
Republic, we have gone to Peru, to El Salvador, to Guatemala,
Honduras, Nicaragua, we have gone to Panama.

As this testimony attests, a number of women connected to the
RedTraSex project have had the opportunity to travel abroad to
participate in conferences, training, and leadership opportunities;
these have been fundamental to their experience with the network
and their sense of development within this context. For some
connected to organizing around sex worker rights, their willingness
to speak out or provide visibility about prostitution testifies to the
empowerment strategies of the network and speaks to the
organizers’ goal to actively participate in politics. Camila, 36, a
former member of La Sala who remains connected to the
organization, talks on this issue: 

I came to get to know the place (La Sala) and I began to like it
and continued coming to help the others. Perhaps some people
have anxieties about empowerment, myself, in respect to
empowerment, I’ve been outside of the country to represent La
Sala with my compañeras and speaking in the media that travel
all over the world like CNN, First Impact, Red Live, those from
here (TV), channel 7, channel 15 which is from the University
of Costa Rica . . . . The one who is not empowered does not go
on television—and they didn’t block out my face, they didn’t
darken out my face, my identity was not protected. I talked to
them and period. When this happened my mother was living
in Italy, my uncles in the United States, and these are
worldwide news sources, both CNN and First Impact are news
from outside of the country, so my face traveled to the whole
world, and the world saw it with me saying that I am sex
worker—so I don’t believe that I need more empowerment.

Camila expresses her thoughts about an empowerment process
based in the willingness to be public about sex work in an
international media forum with the potential to travel throughout
Latin America and the world. Camila was interviewed while at a
gathering of RedTraSex members outside of Costa Rica. Not many
women I spoke with talked of empowerment in this direct way, but
Camila’s account expresses the significant potential of empower-
ment and highlights the need for visibility for RedTraSex members.
These gatherings of sex workers representing women from across

Transnational Sex Worker



102 SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC STUDIES

Latin America and the Caribbean, garner local and international
media attention. The development of RedTraSex shows how they
have worked to highlight the politics of sex worker issues in the
region, both as individual nations and as a transnational network
pushing for just policies (RedTraSex 2007a, 2007b). 

Some women who organize with La Sala examine their
experiences of going into public to talk about sex work as important
to their political formation and empowerment for themselves and
for the broader community. In 1997, as RedTraSex organized at the
first conference of sex workers in Costa Rica, the group had a
difficult time getting the space to hold the conference. There was an
outcry on the part of a local priest about the conference that was
featured on local television, in the print media, and also recounted
in the RedTraSex text (RedTraSex 2007a). Olivia, 49, a sex worker
and former member of La Sala, spoke about her memory of the
workers’ response to that encounter:

A man who was a priest wanted sex work to be seen as a crime
and to send the women and the business owners (of brothels,
etc.) to jail. So I showed my face, I went on the program “In
View”. . . The thing is that we had to show our face for all of the
sex workers. A number of us went on the program, but my
comrades went on the show with masks on and things, but I
did not, I went on as I am, real. Yes, we had to go and raise our
voice because this man pretended to be working on getting a
project passed through the legislative assembly so that that the
female sex workers would be sent to prison and others to a
psychiatric hospital because he said that we were crazy, so we
went from La Sala to show our faces, to raise our voice and
defend our rights, and I was a leader! 

While the priest did not get his way to keep the conference from
occurring, the event and surrounding media attention reflects a
certain anti-prostitution discourse that sex workers often face.
These points of public discourse push some workers, like Olivia, to
be public for the sake of being visible as unapologetic sex workers:
inspiring others to do the same, encouraging people to participate
in the political process, and recognizing sex workers role in
affecting policy change. Olivia notes the importance of being in
public spaces to humanize and politicize the issue of sex work.
Additionally, the act of being public helps to de-stigmatize sex
work. Abril, 72, of La Sala notes:
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I don’t have to hide from anyone, not even my children,
because I am not ashamed of what I am because it’s a job. It’s a
job that one has and we all have them. Like me, I go out with
all these old men and like in everything, I don’t hide from
anyone. I say that I should be on TV (that’s more like it!), so that
they can see me . . . because I am not ashamed because this is
what gives me food to eat—Abril, 72.

This kind of perspective serves an important function for the public
and other sex workers alike. For the public, the language of labour
works to create solidarity with other workers by affirming
prostitution as work. 

If other people can view sex workers as workers, just like
themselves, then it is less of a jump to assert that these workers
should also have their labour rights protected. Carolina, 50, of La
Sala provides an example of how sex workers are often framed: 

Of course yes, we give a lot of workshops about this (self-
esteem, stigma), we give a lot of workshops—you know that
stigma exists and discrimination, why? ‘She is bad, this is the
easy woman’—but they don’t say this is the woman who gets
her children ahead, that this woman is a fighter, she’s an
entrepreneur, she is the mother and the father of the children—
you understand? Because they see her from a place where
they think that this woman isn’t worth it, she is the easy
woman, but this environment is very difficult and very cruel. 

Carolina insists on the need to represent sex workers as complex
human figures and workers rather than as ‘bad women’. In political
terms, if sex workers in each country are viewed as labourers by the
state, then they can also affirm their right to things like social
security, access to health care, and improved working conditions.
Olivia, 49, speaks to the need to professionalize the work:

Yes one has to dignify their work, because society has an idea
that we sex workers are drunks, drug addicts, bad mothers—
Not me—with my example I also want to show this society that
sex workers also have values and principles. I fight every day
to be an excellent mother, a citizen because I am also a citizen
in this country, and not consuming drugs or vices, I make my
country better, my community, my journey . . . at least through
my example I’ve helped many compañeras stop consuming
drugs or alcohol.
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Olivia is affirming her space as a dignified worker and citizen. This
is an important connection albeit rarely seen, because sex workers
are often not conceived of as active citizens deserving of rights.
Olivia’s statements thus affirm broader connections between
citizenship and the state by evoking the sex worker’s status as
citizen, and thus as deserving of the collective rights granted to all.
She is also invoking a politics of respectability that challenges the
presence or use of drugs or alcohol in sex work, reframing the sex
worker as respectable in her labour rather than representative of
negative pathology or social transgression. These speakers reject
simplistic dichotomies in which sex workers are persistently cast as
disease carriers, moral transgressors, or trafficked victims to be
protected, and instead highlight a politically active and visible role
in shaping the work or state based constraints in their lives.

Conclusion

Organizations like La Sala, AMMAR and RedTraSex work to create
spaces for marginalized workers to have the opportunity to express
themselves and their needs rather than have these concepts dictated
and decided by outside actors and policy-makers. Their use of
written texts, in particular, provides space for alternative discourses
and empowering language to mobilize transnational activism.

RedTraSex continues to work to encourage the frames of
labour and human rights as ways of connecting both sex workers to
each other, and to other workers. These frames help to strengthen
the self-esteem of sex workers, often working to professionalize
their labour and their work as directly connected to what they do
for their families. This ends up being a central organizing tenet for
sex worker activism that serves to bolster images of professionalism
around sex work, with the concept of labour being a main foci
through which the organizing is framed. To serve as public
witnesses to this identity as legitimate laborers, RedTraSex is
always looking for women organizers who are willing to be visible
and organize around the issues affecting sex workers. 

The literature of RedTraSex provides activists with tools to
organize, similar to the ways human rights concepts are employed
as tools that can be used by the sex worker to frame her struggle. In
the context of social movements, the language of human rights and
labour serve as recognizable frames for workers and the public
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alike. In addition, RedTraSex’s use of human rights language is not
only helpful for providing arguments with which people are
familiar, it also helps to transform this language from a tool that is
used in discussions about protecting women into a component of
organizers’ toolkits, which can be used to help sex workers frame
their own struggles within larger contexts of grassroots movements
and fundamental rights. 

Through interviews with La Sala members, it is apparent that
the ties between organizers and the trainings they have completed
with RedTraSex have worked to empower and embolden workers,
who are confident and sure of their human rights. The community
of workers, which extends beyond the borders of Costa Rica,
strengthens their resolve to achieve more access to labour and
human rights recognitions for sex workers across Latin America
and the Caribbean. The leadership of La Sala organizes publically,
speaks to the media, holds events and trainings, including on the
human rights of sex workers. The interconnected nature between
RedTraSex and member organizations like La Sala, create trans-
national connections between organizers, strengthening the move-
ment throughout the region. 
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