
‘Discuss the challenges posed by intersectional feminism to radical 

feminist thought with reference to sex work.’ 
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Introduction 

“When the sex war is won, prostitutes should be shot as collaborators for their 

terrible betrayal of all women.”  
- Julie Burchill 

I was first exposed to the seemingly novel idea that sex workers’ rights were 

labour rights when I began working with the English Collective of Prostitutes in 

2012 at the age of 20 . Founded in 1975 with Selma James as their spokesperson, 1

the ECP continue to campaign for the decriminalisation of sex work and against 

poverty and austerity measures affecting women and single parents. They 

currently operate from the Crossroads Women’s Centre in North London, working 

collaboratively with groups like Black Women Against Rape and Queer Strike.  

At the time, I was the elected Women’s Officer for the National Union of Students – 

Union of Students in Ireland, which is the amalgamation of the national students’ 

unions in the UK and Ireland into a national union representing students in the 

north of Ireland. A bill aimed at combating human trafficking was slowly making its 

way through the Northern Irish Assembly – it contained a clause which would 

criminalise the purchase of sexual services, and introduce the Nordic model of 

prostitution to Northern Ireland.  

In the two hour conversation I had with the incredible women from the ECP, I 

challenged my own misguided assumptions about sex work, the sex industry and 

the right of sex workers to work safely, which more often than not were the result 

of internalised misogyny and having grown up in a society hell bent on moralising 

every aspect of a woman’s life.  

In the years that have passed, I became a pro-decriminalisation activist, often 

speaking with students and activists in my Women’s Officer capacity on how to 

support student sex workers, campaigning for decriminalisation, and why the right 

for sex workers to work safely is something I believed feminists should be fighting 

for. I began working on parliamentary lobbying campaigns with the Sex Worker 

 Throughout this essay I talk about ‘sex work’ and ‘sex workers’, unless quoting an author who has 1

specified otherwise. I also talk about radical feminists and abolitionists interchangeably – my focus 

is in this essay is on those who define themselves as radical feminists and wish to abolish sex work 

and work toward that goal. 
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Open University, a sex worker-led collective based in the UK, and a few months 

ago we successfully lobbied against a pro-criminalisation amendment in the House 

of Commons, which then was thrown out .  2

I am unapologetically pro-decriminalisation – first and foremost, because I believe 

the right of workers to work safely with legal protections in a capitalist society is 

of paramount importance to me as a woman, a worker and a trade unionist. I also 

believe that sex work is work, which is to say it is the exchange of money for 

labour, like any other job in society – the difference being that sex work is 

criminalised and stigmatised. I am opposed to the criminalising of sex workers’ 

clients because I believe that the Nordic model has failed – sex workers are less 

safe, and there is no conclusive evidence that the levels of ‘demand’ have 

decreased (Canadian HIV/AIDS Legal Network, 2013; Dodillet & Östergren, 2011; 

Levy, 2011). 

In this essay I will interrogate the radical feminist position on sex work and sex 

workers using an intersectional analysis. I conclude that as the radical feminist 

ideology is the foundation on which the current feminist abolitionist movement 

rests upon – which ultimately aims to criminalise the working conditions of sex 

workers and therefore make their lives and jobs a lot more difficult to do safely – 

radical feminism is ultimately the wrong vehicle to base our feminist activism on in 

the twenty-first century.  

I argue against the premise that sex work is inherently abusive or exploitative, 

using the example of porn. I maintain that regardless of whether sex work is 

exploitative or liberating, it does not detract from the fact that sex workers 

deserve labour rights as workers. I argue that the issue of consent in sex work is 

more nuanced and complex than radical feminists make it out to be, that the 

language used by radical feminists on the issue of sex work exposes both their 

hypocrisy and racism; and I contend that the white saviour – oppressed brown 

woman complex held by many radical feminist abolitionists is both racist and 

patronising. I argue that an intersectional analysis is key when looking at the issue 

 See http://prostitutescollective.net/2014/11/05/victory-amendment-criminalise-sex-workers-2

clients-defeated/ 
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of sex work and that radical feminist theory does not sufficiently account for the 

differing life experiences and choices women are presented with.  

In general, radical feminists oppose prostitution on the grounds that it further 

entrenches gender inequality and reinforces the male-dominated power relations 

which exist in society. They argue that exploitation, subjugation and violence 

against women are intrinsic to and ineradicable from prostitution in particular; and 

that contracting out sexual use of the body requires women to sever the integrity 

of body and self, which carries with it grave psychological consequences, 

equivalent to the consequences of rape (Bromberg, 1997; Barry, 1979; Dworkin, 

1992a; Dworkin, 1992b; Echols, 1983; MacKinnon, 1989; O’Connell Davidson, 2003; 

Weitzer, 2009). They often make sweeping generalisations about women working in 

the sex industry – that most or all sexually abused as children, that the average 

age of entry to the industry is 13-years-old, that most are forced or tricked by 

pimps or traffickers, that most are addicted to drugs (Weitzer, 2009). They also 

reinforce the binarist, passive female and oppressed victim image of sex workers – 

this strips sex workers of agency, and stands in stark contrast to the degrading and 

dehumanising ways they speak about women in the sex industry.  

Why Intersectionality? 

Intersectionality as a concept and practice maintains that gender, class, race, 

sexuality, age, ethnicity, ability, and similar identifies cannot be understood in 

isolation from one other. Systems of power intersect and coproduce one another, 

creating a distinct constellation of power relationships that produce unequal 

material realities and distinct experiences for individuals positioned within them 

(Chepp & Hill Collins, 2013; 58-60). It emerged from social movements of the 

1950s, 60s and 70s in the United States, where African American women (and other 

women of colour) felt their experiences and issues as both women and people of 

colour were side-lined in feminist and anti-racist movements. Contemporary 

feminist and anti-racist discourses often continue to ignore the impact that 

intersectional identities have on marginalised persons’ experiences (Crenshaw, 

1991).  
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Looking at the issue of sex work through a distinctly intersectional lens has 

enabled me to account for social experiences located outside and between social 

boundaries, namely sex workers who face a multiplicity of oppressions outside of 

their status as sex workers. Chepp and Hill Collins argue that these marginal 

experiences may otherwise ‘fall through the cracks’ when power is analysed along 

a single axis (2013; 64). Following from Nira Yuval-Davis' position, I argue that 

universalist discourses on sex work which do not take into consideration the 

differential positionings of those to whom they refer often cover up racist (and 

classist, and disabilist) constructions (2000; 199). Whilst the sex worker rights 

movement has its own character and history, there are many more sex workers in 

movements that are not specifically called sex workers’ movements; in queer and 

trans movements, in radical women-of-colour movements, in the prison abolition 

movement. You just have to know where to look (Gira Grant, 128; 2014).  

Radical feminist rhetoric – do as I say, not as I do  

Through much of their rhetoric around sex work and sex workers, we see how 

radical feminists perpetuate the Madonna/whore dichotomy that they claim to 

want to break. The way sex workers are analysed in many radical feminist works 

objectifies, dehumanises and strips sex workers of any personality or agency – sex 

workers are reduced to objects in the same way they charge with men who 

purchase sexual services (Barry, 1979; Bromberg, 1997). In a similar vein, the 

metaphors and parallels to other oppressions used by radical feminists in their 

work on sex work are highly insulting and appropriative, and are clear attempts to 

whitewash and de-racialise important colonial discourse.  

Radical feminists reinforce the patronising saviour discourse around sex work 

whilst simultaneously talking about sex workers in horrendously degrading ways – 

as a “collection of holes” (Dines, 2010), that “accepting fees for sex” is “irrational 

and repugnant” (Shrage, 1989; 349), as being “reduced to a few sexual orifices”, 

incapable of “staying whole” as a person once they have “been prostituted”, and 

as literally being “the woman covered in dirt” (Dworkin, 1992b), Dramatic and 

emotive language is typical of those who subscribe to the oppression paradigm of 

sex work (Weitzer, 2009).  
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Arlie Russell Hochschild talks about the doctrine of feelings – the importance of a 

person's feelings directly correlates to their importance as a person. The lower a 

person’s status, the more their manner of seeing and feeling is subject to being 

discredited, and less believed. Hochschild argues that it often becomes the burden 

of women, as with other low-status persons, to uphold a minority viewpoint and a 

discredited opinion (173; 2003).  

We can apply this concept to the radical feminist ideology of sex workers whose 

voices and opinions ‘matter’ and those who don’t. Those who do not fit into the 

dominant radical feminist narrative of exploited, passive and victimised survivors 

have less trust placed in their judgements (in relation to their work), and less 

respect is accorded to them (in relation to their views on the industry). Radical 

feminist abolitionists consciously focus on stereotypical notions of the personal 

lives of some sex workers at the expense of examining, or even attempting to 

examine, the wide diversity of experiences, values and beliefs of those who work 

in the sex industry (Bromberg, 1997; Dowd, 2002). Sex workers' individual 

identities become equated with sex workers' collective identity; and differences, 

rather than being acknowledged, are interpreted by those holding the hegemonic 

power (i.e. radical feminist abolitionists) as merely reflections of different stages 

of raised consciousness (Yuval-Davis, 2000; 203). This is patronising to both sex 

workers who work with abolitionists, and those who work against them – we see 

sex workers' lives and experiences being used as mere pawns in the radical 

feminist 'sex wars'.  

Arguing that the existence of sex work directly contributes to instances of violence 

against women (Echols, 1983), radical feminists hold that sex work “hurts 

individuals”, not as individuals per say, “but as members of the group 

women” (MacKinnon, 1989; 208). Some go further than this, stating: 

“Indeed, what is wrong with prostitution is... that it [legitimatises] women's 

social subordination... Female prostitution oppresses women, not because some 

women who participate in it 'suffer in the eyes of society', but because its 

organised practice testifies to and perpetuates socially hegemonic beliefs which 

oppress all women in many domains of their lives” (Shrage, 352; 1989). 
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Radical feminists assert the inherent immorality of all prostitution by defining its 

wrongness in terms of its “corrupting influence” on the dignity of all women 

(Bromberg, 1997). Sex workers' lives are valued as symbols, mattering only insofar 

as they impact the behaviour and treatment of other women. We do not matter 

because our lives are important, but because our actions make women who do not 

do sex work feel things they would prefer not to feel (Gira Grant, 2014).  

There are immense political dangers with refusing any group of people full 

subjectivity, even if one's aim is to 'help' (or 'save') them (O'Connell Davidson, 2002; 

92). When used to form the moral basis for certain legislation (namely, the Nordic 

model) on sex work, misrepresenting, exaggerating and universalising certain 

experiences over others has dangerous consequences; not least due to the absence 

of non-biased and impartial data. Abolitionists typically describe only the worst 

examples of sex work and treat them as representative – anecdotes are generalised 

and presented as conclusive evidence, sampling is very selective, and counter-

evidence is consistently ignored (Weitzer, 214; 2009). The experiences of sex 

workers within sex work varies hugely, and attempting to simplify what is a diverse 

and complex issue into a narrow one-size-fits-all model ensures that sex workers' 

experiences are moulded into a politically appropriate form for the radical 

feminist abolitionist agenda.  

Porn 

Heartney argues that Andrea Dworkin's analysis of sex work (and porn in particular) 

leaves “no room for nuance, ambiguity or ambivalence”, and that her texts on sex 

work and porn are “[models] of fundamentalist thinking” (1991; 17). She shares 

with her abolitionist colleagues (predominantly anti-choice, anti-LGBT right-wing 

religious fundamentalists) a belief in the unchanging natural order of things – with 

men forever the oppressor, and women forever the victims. Alice Echols argues 

that the anti-porn feminist movement serves as the feminist equivalent to the 

anti-abortion movement; reinforcing and validating women's traditional sexual 

conservatism and manipulating women's sense of themselves as the culture's 

victims and its moral guardians (1983; 53).  
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There exists a feminist porn movement – and it is growing. Desire in pornography is 

constructed by the cultural discourse available, and the feminist porn movement 

tries to intervene positively in this process by offering alternative discourses that 

go beyond existing limitations on women's sexuality (Cameron, 1990; 793). A lot of 

porn is indeed sexist and racist – but it needn't be so. Directors like Anna 

Arrowsmith argue that radical feminists make a grave error conflating extreme sex 

with a lack of consent. In a 2013 debate, she used the metaphor of professional 

boxing and street violence - “televised professional boxing adheres to certain legal 

and cultural rules which render it different from everyday violence”. Boxing is a 

sport – like porn is a performance. Pornography is not necessarily the acting out of 

gender politics, it is the acting out of imagination and role play – which is only part 

influenced by the wider gender arena. In fact, by making things like female 

pleasure the primary focus of their product, the feminist porn movement actively 

challenges the heteronormative idea of male pleasure and ejaculation being at the 

centre of sex, and can step in to try and make up for the lack of LGBT-inclusive sex 

education in the vast majority of schools in the UK and the United States today.  

De-racialising colonial concepts 

In terms of the language radical feminists often use when discussing sex work, 

Andrea Dworkin is particularly guilty of de-racialising colonial concepts – she 

argues that those who defend pornography “defend the new slavers” (1992a), that 

“fucking is an act of conquering” (1981; 23), and that:  

“The power of men in pornography is imperial power, the power of sovereigns... 

who keep taking and conquering for the pleasure of power and the power of 

pleasure. Women are the land… men are the army.” (ibid. 223). 

Similarly, Kathleen Barry talks about the “enslavement” of women who work in the 

sex industry (1979; 11), Gail Dines talks about how “to be a real man in 

pornography is to violate sexual boundaries and borders” (2010), and Dworkin 

claimed that “the sexual colonisation of women's bodies is a material 

reality” (1981; 203).  
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Why are comparisons of sex work and the sex industry to war, slavery and 

colonialism so problematic? It is firstly important to note that the aforementioned 

writers do not see sex work as work, but as abuse and rape; and therefore my 

analysis of why they are so problematic must be taken from their premise. In any 

case, an analysis from sex work as being work would prove the comparisons to be 

grossly more insensitive and offensive.  

Comparing rape and abuse to the horrific realities of slavery, the human impact of 

war and the lasting imperial legacy of colonialism has many effects – it minimises 

the lasting impact and emotional consequences of all of these things by lumping 

them together, as if they were in any way comparable. Using these metaphors as 

emotional linguistic devices trivialises the very real and damaging effects that war, 

slavery, colonialism and abuse can and do have on those affected by them .  3

Consent, Capitalism & Choice 

The issue of consent in sex work is one that polarises those who follow the 

exploitation model (radical feminists) and those who see sex work as work. Radical 

feminists argue that when there exists a financial exchange, consent is impossible.  

Noting that “sometimes ‘consent’ is construed to exist” (1981; 205), Dworkin 

argued that when a man pays money, “he does what he wants”, and that the “gang 

rape [that is sex work] is [merely] punctuated by a money exchange” (1992b). She 

claims that “the power of money is a distinctly male power”, that “in the hands of 

men, money buys women” (1981; 20). She also claims that a financial exchange 

“magically licenses any crime against women... once a woman has been paid, 

crime is expiated” (ibid. 85). Describing sex workers as whores, she states that “a 

whore cannot be raped, only used” (ibid. 204), and that “neither rape nor 

prostitution is the abuse of a female because in both the female is fulfilling her 

natural function” (ibid. 203-204).  

 For more information on the problems with using slavery etc. as inappropriate metaphors, see 3

Lee's 2002 Slavery and the Romantic Imagination (University of Pennsylvania), and Hickey's 1996 

article 'Dark Characters, Native Grounds: Wordsworth's Imagination of Imperialism' in Richardson & 

Hofkosh's Romanticism, Race, and Imperial Culture, 1730-1834 (Bloomington: Indiana UP). 
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Discussing the “coercion behind” sex work, Catharine MacKinnon argued that it 

“produces an economic sector of abuse... the money in this view coerces the sex, 

rather than guarantees consent to it, which makes prostitution a practice of serial 

rape” (2013). She also argued that if the “sex is for survival” then “the sex is being 

coerced by the need to survive”, and that to claim that consenting is “what she is 

said to be doing” is an “ideological position” to take. She also argues that sex work 

is not like every other job, as “setting limits on the intimacy and intrusiveness on 

the demands that can be made of a person without recourse is one of the whole 

points of labour law and of human rights”. 

There are endless problems with this analysis. Sex work does not allow the client 

to “buy” the person, as so often is argued by radical feminists. Within a capitalist 

society, money is exchanged for the commodity of labour power. Within the sex 

industry, a specific set of services are paid for by a client. The decision for the sex 

worker to engage in sexual intercourse  with a client is based on a contractual 4

exchange – usually financial (Chancer, 1993). Sex workers negotiate based not only 

on a willingness to perform a sex act but on the conditions under which their 

labour is performed (Gira Grant, 2014; 91). The contract between sex workers and 

clients most often boils down to the sex worker agreeing not to use their personal 

desire for the client as the determining criteria for engaging in the sexual 

interaction (O'Connell Davidson, 2002; 91).  

In broader terms, there are similarities between sex work and other personal 

service occupations, and can be better understood as involving a form of emotional 

labour. Emotional labour – whilst exhausting and draining, like any kind of labour, is 

not necessarily harmful to the worker in the way that sex work is presented to be 

(O'Connell Davidson, 2002; 88). Of all women working, roughly one-half have jobs 

that involve emotional labour (Hochschild, 1983). Sex workers, like many other 

workers, are called on to produce an 'experience' – in a way similar to the person 

who works in Costa, Nando's, the bartender. These professions, and many others, 

would not be complete were it not for the 'experience' that the workers produce as 

 That said, radical feminists and abolitionists mistakenly assume that all sex work involves nothing 4

more than penis-in-vagina penetration. Even with full service sex work (i.e. escorting, 

prostitution), this is not always the case and ignores the fact that many men pay escorts for 

companionship that does not include sexual contact (Dowd, 2002). 
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part of their role. In framing sex work as a performance, Melissa Gira Grant argues 

that as a performance, it could be more easily recognised and respected as labour 

were it the labour of a nurse, a therapist or a nanny (2014; 90).  

In a capitalist society, the vast majority of people have to work – often in jobs they 

do not enjoy – in order to survive. Sex work is no different, but it has become an 

isolated category that is somehow separable from the larger world of day-to-day 

economic exchanges within a capitalist context. Consent is based on a financial 

exchange, but this does not mean that consent is absent – and this is indeed an 

ideological position to take. In terms of sexual intercourse, to assume (and 

demand) that every participant in every sexual exchange must consent 

'enthusiastically', and for their consent to exist due only to their sexual desires, 

erases the experiences of many (not least those who define on the asexual 

spectrum). A person's consent to engage in sexual activity does not have to be 

enthusiastic, nor does it have to be based on their own sexual desire to be 

'legitimate' consent. Sex workers’ choices to engage in sex work to make a living 

are consistently documented as being invalid in a way that many more privileged 

women’s choices on how to make a living are not (Dowd, 2002).  

Very few women's lives are models of free choice. Most women's choices are 

limited by their disadvantaged position within the hierarchical structures of sex, 

race and class (Chapkis, 1997; 52). Some choose to work in the sex industry as it is 

the best option they have available. There exist millions of women across the 

world who see sex work as the best means of survival for themselves and their 

families. The best way to ensure that entry into the sex industry is for no reason 

other than a desire to do so, is to focus on tackling poverty, the housing crisis, 

creating a supportive welfare state, slashing the cost of education, the cost of 

childcare, and ensuring access to readily available, free healthcare – tackling the 

reasons that contribute to why people get into sex work, rather than their ability 

to do the job safely.  

In a capitalist, patriarchal white supremacist society, there does not exist equality 

of opportunity to engage in what are deemed socially valued pursuits. A person’s 

human, civil and labour rights – and their right to both respect and social value – 

cannot be and is not dependent on whether or not they perform labour that is 
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socially valuable (O’Connell Davidson, 2002). The university teacher, the heart 

surgeon, the prostitute and the domestic worker are all equally entitled to rights 

and protection as economic actors. Those who work in prostitution have rights and 

deserve respect not because or despite the fact they work as prostitutes, but 

because they are human beings (ibid. 93). 

Gira Grant also notes that unlike other economic actors, sex workers are routinely 

expected to justify their labour as a choice, as if the choice to engage in a form of 

labour is what makes that labour legitimate (2014; 94). It is essential that we stop 

framing discourses around sex work within the narrow parameters of 

empowerment, legitimacy, and abuse. It is misguided to assume that the 

exploitation many people face when working in the sex industry comes exclusively, 

or even primarily, from their paying customers.  

“The Pret or Starbucks employee is made to serve your coffee with a smile – but 

we don't believe we can remedy this demand for forced niceties by telling 

attention-desperate customers to get their emotional needs met elsewhere. The 

demand lies... with the management.” (ibid. 99) 

Do radical feminists and abolitionists argue in favour of removing the existing 

labour rights of agricultural workers, so we can best combat trafficking in the 

agricultural sector? Should we remove the labour rights of waiters, cooks, 

cleaners; will that help defeat exploitation within these industries? No, it will not. 

So why are they so obsessed with doing it in the sex industry? 

The Nordic Model & Anti-Trafficking Movements 

The Nordic Model is the name commonly given to the laws governing sex work in 

Sweden. Passed in 1999, the Sex Purchase Act criminalises the purchase of sex (i.e. 

the client/buyer), and ‘decriminalises’ the seller. Radical feminists and 

abolitionists support the implementation of the Nordic Model in other countries, 

and usually argue that it helps combat trafficking and targets the ‘demand’ whilst 

decriminalising the sex worker. Radical feminists team up with anti-choice, anti-

LGBT religious fundamentalist organisations when lobbying for the implementation 

of legislation of this sort (Dowd, 2002).  
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The Swedish Ministry of Justice themselves admitted that “the ban on the 

purchase of sex was intended as a statement of society’s view that prostitution is 

an undesirable phenomenon” (2010; 37), which highlights the ideological 

motivation behind the law – to abolish prostitution, not to ensure those who work 

in the industry are safe.  

In reality, the Swedish National Board admitted that no causal connections could 

be proven between legislation and changes in the levels of prostitution (2007; 63), 

the Swedish police still do not know the extent of trafficking in Sweden (2012; 8), 

and several large anti-trafficking organisations have come out in opposition to the 

implementation of the Nordic Model as a means to combat trafficking (La Strada, 

2013; Global Alliance Against Traffic in Women; 2011). Far from ‘helping’ sex 

workers, research shows that sex workers face increased stigma and are more 

vulnerable to violence (Jakobsson & Levy, 2014). Street sex workers in particular 

report increased risks and experiences of violence, and that regular clients have 

often turned to indoor sex workers for fear of police harassment and arrest 

(Dodillet & Östergren, 2011). There is less time for negotiating with potential 

clients, greater competition for lower prices, and increased surveillance has driven 

sex workers to more secluded and isolated areas (Canadian HIV/AIDS Legal 

Network, 2013; Dowd 2002). The health and well-being of sex workers has been 

adversely affected, despite it being stressed by lawmakers that the ban would 

have no detrimental effect on people working as sex workers (Dodillet & 

Östergren, 2011; 3). The 2010 Skarhed Commission recognised that there are 

complaints about increased social stigma and increased fear and mistrust of the 

police – but given the law’s purpose, these drawbacks must “rather be described as 

positives” (Skarhed Commission, 2010; Florin, 2012).  

Service provision for sex workers in Sweden has been notably impacted – harm 

reduction (such as condom or clean needle distribution) is seen to legitimise and 

endorse unwanted activities, such as sex work and drug use, which undermines the 

abolitionist ambition (Levy, 2011; 7). Abolitionists are against short-term harm 

reduction measures because they believe they are seen to legitimise morally 

degenerate behaviours (Dowd, 2002).  
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Where laws are introduced in efforts to create a “sex work free Sweden”, there 

has not been evidence demonstrating that levels have declined – but said laws are 

still advocated as successes to be exported to other states (Levy, 2011; 15). 

Prohibition will not stop the purchase and sale of sex – it will only make conditions 

worse for sex workers (Dodillet & Östergren, 2011). You cannot legislate sex work 

out of existence – but this hasn’t stopped radical feminists trying. The Act has 

more to do with a desire of upholding a ‘good’ moral society, with ideas of ‘good’ 

and ‘bad’ sexuality, upholding and perpetuating whore stigma, reinforcing the idea 

of sexual deviancy, and with a stereotypical and uninformed understanding of sex 

work (ibid. 24-25).  

A dangerous anti-immigrant sentiment lies beneath the Nordic Model, which harks 

back to the origins of the anti-trafficking movement . As Kay Thi Win, a sex worker 5

in Burma has said: 

“We lie in daily fear of being ‘rescued’. The violence happens when feminist 

rescue organisations work with the police, who break into our workplaces and 

beat us, rape us and kidnap our children in order to save us. What we need is for 

the mainstream women’s movement to not just silently support our struggle but 

to speak up and speak against [those] who have turned the important movement 

against real trafficking into a violent war against sex workers.” (2012). 

In December 2013, 250 Metropolitan Police officers, in full riot gear, raided 25 

premises in Soho, London, and evicted, detained and harassed sex workers. They 

took money, personal items, and threw sex workers out on to the street to a crowd 

of press and photographers who had accompanied them. The raid was supposedly 

to ‘tackle’ trafficking – for which the Met had recently received some European 

Union funding. A number of migrant sex workers were then detained at Heathrow 

to be deported, despite their pleas that they were working voluntarily. No 

 At the turn of the 20th century, more than twenty-three million immigrants came to the United 5

States, mostly from eastern and southern Europe. Such huge migration across borders led to fears 
of “cultural contamination” and “moral pollution”. Unsurprisingly, these immigrants became the 
first targets of early anti-trafficking legislation. The campaign against the ‘white sexual slave 
trade’, despite limited evidence on its existence, was fuelled by concerns about changing gender, 
class and race relations. The idea of a ‘white slave’ resonated with white working-class labourers 
working under the harsh conditions of early industrial capitalism and to racial fears of an 
increasingly ethnically diverse population. Women who migrated across borders for the purposes of 
sex work also served a symbolic purpose in their journey from sexual innocents and sheltered 
daughters to working girls and independent women (Chapkis, 1997; 42-44).  
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trafficking victims were found, and most of the women evicted were mothers and 

grandmothers . Increasing the powers of the police, as advocated by the Nordic 6

Model, will lead to raids like this becoming more and more common.  

What does this mean for feminist activism? 

You cannot separate the abstract philosophical debate on the moral stature of sex 

work from the real impact legislation which has its foundation on such views has 

on the people working in the industry. As activists, feminists today have a duty to 

work at expanding the choices women have available, rather than limiting the 

choices women have, and this includes supporting harm reduction measures.  

By redefining sex workers from fallen women to helpless victims, radical feminists 

have done nothing to change the conditions under which women perform sex work 

– to the contrary, they have been a huge barrier to sex workers' organisation and 

self-empowerment (Lopes, quoted in Marking, 2005). Most sex workers are mothers 

driven into sex work by the lack of economic alternatives – if abolitionists focused 

their energy on fighting unemployment, poverty, low wages, for social housing, and 

an adequately funded and accessible health service, they would be helping tackle 

the reasons why women often end up in the sex industry in the first place.  

In conclusion, I believe that radical feminism is an insufficient foundation to base 

our feminist activism on today – only by ensuring our feminism is intersectional and 

led by those who are most marginalised within our movement are we truly fighting 

for a better world for women, and that includes sex workers. 

 See http://www.sexworkeropenuniversity.com/blog/press-release-swou-responds-to-the-soho-6

raids,  http://www.theguardian.com/society/2014/feb/23/soho-brothel-sex-worker-raids-priest, 
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/dec/11/soho-police-raids-sex-workers-fear-
trafficking, and http://www.westendextra.com/news/2013/dec/sex-workers-anger-riot-police-
raid-40-premises-soho-stolen-goods-clampdown.    
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