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 Western discourses of ‘prostitution’ have changed little since the late eighteenth century, when populations outside nuclear-family units began to be feared by ‘society.’ Medical, sociological, criminological and psychological discourses have been fixated on those selling sex rather than on those buying it, on women rather than men, on individuals rather than families or communities and on particular body parts rather than whole persons. The wide variety of commercial-sexual relations are essentialized as ‘prostitution’: an isolated, two-party, sex-for-money transaction, which deviates from a supposed norm, sex with a loved partner, or between spouses in a nuclear family. Yet vast numbers of people every day, all over the world, want to spend time, sometimes having sex, outside the family and away from spouses. Not only state agencies of social control but non-governmental agencies (NGOs(, feminists and others interested in bettering society continue to ignore the limitations of ‘home’ and ‘family.’

My own work during a number of years has concerned migrants (men, women, transgender people) who work in the west’s domestic, ‘caring’ and sex industries. I have interviewed migrants (potential, current and returned) in Latin America, the Caribbean, Europe, Australia and Thailand, and I have studied social agents (governmental, NGO, religious, academic and other workers) proposing to support and ‘help’ them (Agustín 2001a, 2002a, 2003).
 I began studying the relationship between European ‘supporters’ and non-Europeans looking for work in Europe when I noticed the disturbing difference between their accounts of these migrations; later, I discovered that this difference goes back a long time. In this chapter, I trace the development of this disparity in European ideologies of family and gender.
The Construction of ‘Victims’

For many migrants, Europeans appear to be confused about sex. At tourism sites away from home, they act sophisticated and tolerant about sex and affection, and later many invite new friends and facilitate their trips to Europe to visit or work. European embassies in ‘third world’ countries grant hundreds of visas every day for ‘artists’ and ‘dancers’, knowing the work will be sexual. Yet once in Europe, migrants find that, despite abundant opportunities to work—meaning their services are desired—they themselves are despised, pitied and harassed, often even more than they would be at home. Around them have grown up a number of volunteer and NGO ‘helping’ projects, particularly in cities. Most powerful are health programs aiming to contain epidemics of sexually transmitted disease by focusing on ‘high-risk groups’; others are feminist projects to save women from ‘traffickers’. It is common for all projects to offer other kinds of information, such as legal references, along with condoms and sympathy.

But migrants have their questions: Why do Europeans facilitate people’s trips only to demonise, chase and deport them once they arrive? Why do police harry those selling sex and not those buying? Why do so many people give out condoms, and why do they talk about the possibilities of being ‘reinserted’ into society through activities such as sewing and recycling, which are not interesting and pay little? Anyway, how can one be ‘reinserted’ into a society that one was never part of in the first place? Why doesn’t anyone help with what’s really important—becoming ‘legal’ to live and work? Why do feminists talk about ‘traffickers’ when often it was people’s own family and friends who helped them migrate? Why do they call many people’s lovers and partners ‘pimps’ instead of wondering why their own husbands leave home for sex? These questions reveal the contradictions between discourses of social control and exclusion of ‘illegals’ from Europe and discourses of pity and helping, in which migrants become objects to be discussed and moved about. Yet clients for sexual services abound, businesspeople continue to facilitate jobs and ‘helping’ projects proliferate.

 Western feminist commentators sometimes talk as though migrants were naive women who only yesterday were carrying water on their heads in some remote countryside—the fact that many come from large postmodern cities and have planned their migrations to the best of their ability disappears.
 As with many treatments of non-western women in general, an evolutionary discourse is employed in which some countries are advanced and enlightened, while others are backward and and ignorant (Amos and Pratibha 1984). Women selling sex become casualties of imperialism, development and cruel men; all ambiguities of roles, the fact that many are transgender or men and that clients and ‘traffickers’ are also women, are erased. This is an agency-free view of the poorer women of the world.

Migrants selling sex do not, however, tend to think of themselves as passive victims until they learn to from outsiders (Agustín 2002b). Many feel their current life is difficult, and they are trying to improve it—but not necessarily by getting out of the sex industry. They may be trying to find a better situation inside it, one where they are less vulnerable and controlled by others. Feminists who tell them that they are suffering life’s worst experience are assumed to be unfamiliar with other jobs available to poor women, like live-in domestic service, cleaning public toilets and caring for other people’s babies and sick or elderly relatives. Sietske Altink shows how the word ‘victim’ may be used in a technical way (when you are robbed you are legally a victim), but that it is also a word that transmits shades of meaning that demand that these victims be chaste and ignorant. This concept

ignores the sense of responsibility which leads women to migrate in search of work . . . ‘It hurts, but don’t call me a poor thing,’ one woman . . . said. Victims can also be very tough who will do anything to avenge the damage done to them and make a better life for themselves. Some victims don’t go to the police but start trafficking for themselves, or side with the traffickers to avoid reprisals. (Altink 1995: 2)

Meanwhile, other feminists focus on issues of identity, constructing ‘sex workers’ as individuals who should be empowered with rights (Alexander 1995). This feminist strategy also involves much talking, writing and attempting to influence governmental policies, but migrants tend to be uninterested in or excluded from these ‘debates.’ This is so, I believe, because the continuing essentializing of ‘prostitution,’ whether as a sex act or a sex job, overlooks other aspects (such as flexible schedules and instant cash( which make possible supporting one’s own relatives and enjoying such advantages as travel, meeting new people and being admired and desired.

My questions, then, examine western behaviour, specifically, that of middle-class women who concern themselves with ‘helping’.
 Why do many feminists, who want a different, better world, propose solutions based on policing and punishment? Why do they appear to make no (personal( connection between a guilty class of men (‘clients’( and their own male friends and relations (Agustín 2001b)? Why do middle-class women assume they need to save working-class ones? Why are the diverse impulses that have led people to sell sex not taken into account? What would happen if we questioned the centricity of families and why many people wish to leave them? To understand better, I have studied the development of women’s movements to help and save others.

The Rise of the Social 

My subject is Europe for two reasons: it is the physical site of a sophisticated sex industry employing hundreds of thousands of migrants, and it is the source of a technology called ‘research’ that is driven by the will to know (and ultimately ‘do something) about ‘prostitution.’ There were probably always differences of perception, description and morality about selling sexual services—people who saw it as a problem and people who did not. Before the Enlightenment, however, it appears that the main discourse about the subject was primarily juridical, seeing it as a kind of unavoidable delinquency of not very great social consequence. But in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, when concepts of absolute monarchy were being swept away or discredited in northern Europe, there was a change. Self-appointed observers and commentators conscientiously pronounced on the effects of the Industrial Revolution and the rise of the cities. Philosophers and new experts felt called upon to decide what should be the right way to live in civilized societies. In this period, the family, in its bourgeois definition, came to be defined as society’s central unit and women as the figures responsible for holding families together (Donzelot 1979). For the nobility, lineage (and therefore pride) had been secured through the connection son-property. For the bourgeoisie, ‘family’ had more emotional meanings—a way of life, domesticity, the home (Barber 1955). 

With this identification of families as the good and the normal, large numbers of people were discursively converted into social misfits: people without proper places in a domestic structure. They were also seen as threats to normal society. As Friedrich Engels pointed out in his 1845 study of Manchester, the capitalist system made the ideal of family life impossible for workers to attain: 

The various members of the family only see each other in the mornings and evenings, because the husband is away at his work all day long. Perhaps his wife and the older children also go out to work and they may be in different factories. In these circumstances how can family life exist? (1958: 145).

In France, Jules Simon published popular works (L’Ouvrière 1861, La Famille 1869) berating women who worked as ‘impious’ and ‘sordid’ —no longer women. They represented disorder, when order was defined as family and maternity (Scott 1987). Women selling sex, once viewed as conventional miscreants to be guarded against (capable of mugging men in the street), were now seen as pathological subjects capable of contaminating good citizens.

In the history of regulation and control, whether those ‘helping’ are feminists, bureaucrats, doctors, legislators, police, nuns or social theorists, an overwhelming majority of efforts has aimed to get ‘excess’ people—those in streets or taverns, those who live in furnished rooms, those who eat out instead of cooking their own food—into family units. Such people and their desires were until recently labeled ‘deviant’, a word which assumes the existence of a correct way that can be strayed from. Getting people into families means placing them in the proper locations of families: houses, or ‘homes.’ Social reformers who began regularly visiting ‘the poor’ in the nineteenth century found dwellings that did not conform to middle-class standards. What followed involved the gradual evolution of a bourgeois ideology celebrating private life and the individual that went hand-in-hand with a morality in which the bourgeoisie sought to regulate the working class, teaching values of domesticity (Weeks 1981). Social thinkers debated such problems as the poor’s lack of interest in marriage, or sleeping arrangements that allowed children to see their parents in bed. If reform efforts didn’t work inside the home, quasi-homes were to be provided: the institutionalisation of prisons, hospitals, workhouses, children’s homes, boarding schools and asylums dates from this period, including those meant for ‘prostitutes.’

Jacques Donzelot shows how this ideology was far from being utopian:

Men placed at the head of business and government know how urgent it is to diminish and restrict not only the costs of policing and judicial action occasioned by the excesses that the depraved classes indulge in, but also all the expenses for the almshouses and hospitals that result from the mutual abandonment of fathers, wives, and children who should have helped one another as members of the same family, but who, not being united by any social tie, become strangers to one another. The task at hand is not only a social necessity and a highly moral endeavor; it is also an excellent piece of business, an obvious and immense saving for the state . . . When the man and woman of the people live in disorder, they often have neither hearth nor home. . . on the contrary, once a man and a woman . . . are married, they desert the filthy rooms . . . and set up their home (Donzelot 1979, 32).

Mother was to be the axis of this family: She would always be at home, saving Man from ‘dissolution’ and holding the family together.
 But untold numbers of women did not live this way.

Excess Women

We know more, obviously, about upper-class women, many of whom left written testaments to their way of life: producers of fine arts, holders of salons, writers of letters. These women managed to live independently and wield power in privileged social and political circles, without relying on a family identity. Women of any kind of financial means have always had a better chance of escaping forms of social control, but women at the bottom of the economic heap have not been doomed to passive immobility.

With the assumption by the bourgeoisie that the only ‘good’ woman was a domestic(ated) one, the ‘bad’ woman began to be defined (or attempts were made to define her).  Yet plenty of women had long been outside the home, working. Natalie Zemon Davis writes of women’s jobs in sixteenth-century France, apart from domestic service: ferrying people across rivers, attendance in bath-houses, digging ditches and carrying loads at construction sites (1975). Joan Landes shows that such women as fishwives had a definite voice during the French Revolution, and also points to the widespread female desire to go on the stage, this career being ‘one of the few professions in which a woman could hope to earn a living, practice a craft and achieve some measure of social acclaim’ (1988, 75). There were dressmakers, needlewomen, milliners, washerwomen, charwomen, milkmaids, circus women, shop assistants, chambermaids and governesses. Women worked in the jute industry, as machinists, in the textile and other mills and as hawkers, flower sellers, message girls and match girls. They brewed and sold beer. Outside the cities there were field-workers and flither girls who gathered birds’ eggs and limpets, and women who hauled coal in the mines. When we get the chance to read the words of working women, any notion of their passivity is annihilated:

I was a servant gal away down in Birmingham. I got tired of workin’ and slavin’ to make a living, and getting a ____ bad one at that; what o’ five pun’ a year and yer grub, I’d sooner starve, I would. After a bit I went to Coventry, cut brummagem, as we calls it in those parts, and took up with soldiers as was quartered there. I soon got tired of them. Soldiers is good—soldiers is—to walk with and that, but they don’t pay’ cos why they ain’t got no money; so I says to myself, I’ll go to Lunnon and I did. I soon found my level there. (‘Swindling Sal’, quoted in Bracebridge Hemyng, ‘Prostitution in London,’ In London Labour and the London Poor, ed. Henry Mayhew IV 1968, 23 [1851]).

Later in the nineteenth century, more women were schoolteachers, office-workers, waitresses and attendants in toilets for the middle classes. Many working-class women left home; they migrated, looking for their ‘level.’ And they were not all forced to remain single; Michèle Perrot cites an 1880 study of female postal workers in France which showed a majority choosing financial and professional independence rather than marriage; she comments: ‘Nineteenth-century women who wished to improve their position in society through work were obliged to sacrifice their private lives’ (1990, 255(. Such women may be viewed as more exploited and downtrodden or less powerful than other people of their day, but they remain human beings with will and desire who made decisions to move and change. And while some of them undoubtedly exchanged some kind of sex for some kind of benefit, certainly not all did, and if they did it may have been occasional and without anyone’s identifying them as a ‘prostitute.’

The literary and historical writings of many middle-class men, of course, scarcely mention working women unless they were prostitutes. For F.F-A. Béraud, in an 1839 book on ‘public women’ in Paris, ‘it does not take much acuteness to recognize that a girl who at eight o’clock may be seen sumptuously dressed in an elegant costume is the same who appears as a shop girl at nine o’clock and as a peasant girl at ten’ (51). Siegfried Kracauer’s nineteenth-century Paris seems to be a great open-air theatre for men, in whose backdrop carefree women romp, referred to affectionately as vedettes, lorettes, cocottes and grisettes (1937). Looking past these male prejudices, however, we can see a diversity of women sharing the same spaces as their patrons, friends, harassers, potential targets and boyfriends: parks, taverns, theatres and streets. Women also liked to dance, drink, take walks, make money and have sex. As Elizabeth Wilson says, 

. . . although the male ruling class did all it could to restrict the movement of women in cities, it proved impossible to banish them from public spaces. Women continued to crowd into the city centres and the factory districts (1995, 61).

Mannerisms such as loud voices, ‘garish’ dress, drinking and cursing were associated by the bourgeoisie with sexual promiscuity, but this was certainly often a cultural misunderstanding. Bourgeois women may not have been ‘permitted’ to spend time in public until the arcades were built and ‘shopping’ became an accepted activity, but working-class women were already there.
 

Women as Helpers and Savers

Chaste virgins, virtuous mothers and wives (including many early feminists), feeling sorrow, pity, disapproval, disgust, horror and anger about the situation of poorer women (called wayward, common, unruly, disorderly(, desired to ‘protect’ them. While they may have had good intentions, there are various matters not usually questioned: in the first place, the decision of these women that something ‘had to be done,’ especially about women and children. Women who might once have made a charitable contribution to a workhouse designed to keep offenders out of the way now found inspiration in participating in the raising up of ‘unfortunates.’

Middle-class women’s certainty of their ability to help may be understood as part of a discourse of social evolutionism, as discussed by Johannes Fabian, in which 

all living societies were irrevocably placed on . . . a stream of Time—some upstream, others downstream. Civilization, evolution, development, acculturation, modernization . . . are all terms whose conceptual content derives . . . from evolutionary Time (1983, 18).

Mary Poovey discusses Adam Smith’s belief that poor men were prevented from developing self-government in the modern liberal state’s division of labour, a regime in which they were ‘conceptualised as an aggregate’ and thus had to be treated differently from those individuals capable of ‘specular morality,’ the ability to reflect on one’s own moral character (1995, 34). In these schemes, the bourgeois way of life was ‘advanced’ and the poor’s, like that of primitive tribes, was ‘backward.’ Women were considered inherently inferior to men, but within all possible classifications, bourgeois women, as members of the most advanced class in the most advanced society, were placed ahead of poor women. Some tried to prove through anthropometry that ‘prostitutes’ were biologically degenerate, born with a constitution and disposition to this particular evil (Lombroso and Ferrero 1895).

During the rise of the social, a theory of self-government also began to develop, but it was thought that it could only be carried out by those with sufficient capacity for rational thinking. Where this was lacking, other people were called upon to help, and middle-class women were considered to have a ‘natural’ duty to care for the poor, a ‘civilising mission’, which derived from the redefinition of the concept of virtue. Whereas eighteenth-century salon hostesses had moral authority because of their ‘disinterestedness and generosity, an eloquent concern for the public welfare,’ it was now ‘respectability’ that made virtue, and only married women were seen as respectable (Marguerite Glotz 1945, 14-15 in Barber). As Martha Vicinus notes, these qualities

. . . when appropriately applied, not only would give the family a happier and better life, but also would help to eliminate the most grievous wrongs of society. Philanthropy had traditionally been women’s particular concern, and its definition during the . . . century. . . was broadened to include virtually every major social problem. It is from the narrow base of woman’s special duties and obligations that women in the nineteenth century came to expand their fields of action and their personal horizons (Vicinus 1977, x).

A discourse developed in which the virtuous domestic woman was (at least superficially( accepted as knowing what was best for everyone; at the same time, anxiety grew about women working outside the home. In France, the term femmes isolées was used for both women wage earners living alone in furnished rooms and for women selling sex but not officially registered at one of the known houses. Femmes isolées were considered potential ‘prostitutes’, their economic ‘misery’ contributing to their desires—to glitter and to have sex. To the social sector, ‘there was only one cure for sexual licence and that was control’ (Scott 1987, 123).

But the new dedication of middle-class women was not altruistic. For a complex of reasons, there were now more educated women, with time to spare and/or the desire or need to work: widows, unmarried daughters, wives without access to their own property and leisured women.
 Female respectability was found in few occupations; the two most acceptable, lady’s companion and governess, were isolating, boring and poorly paid. The invention of ‘social work’ provided dignified careers that in no way compromised notions of femininity. As Anthony Platt has argued, ‘philanthropic labour filled a vacuum in their lives’ (1969, 98).

Middle-class women, finding the poor’s family life deficient, undertook to inculcate in them an ideology of thrift, individual responsibility and domesticity. Nancy Armstrong comments that ‘one can see [how] the notion of charity was inexorably linked to the female role of household overseer’ (1987, 133(.
 The bourgeoisie advocated independence for themselves, but not for the working-class. And as Jeffrey Weeks points out, middle-class anxiety concerned work conditions less than

the moral and spiritual degradation said to accompany female employment. It was largely because of these alleged conditions that the working class was the recipient of sustained evangelism throughout the nineteenth century (1981, 58(.

The archetype of women outside the home and domestic role was, of course, the ‘prostitute’, who began to receive large amounts of attention from bourgeois women. Linda Mahood describes the treatment of inmates in Glasgow’s ‘penitentiaries’ for women as ‘organized around the premise that inmates could only be reformed if order was put into their lives and a strict regime of “mild, wholesome, paternal, and Christian discipline” was enforced’ (1990, 78). Inmates’ own family ties were disapproved of and disrupted, and a secular education was provided in which

what is striking . . . is the overall ‘gentility’ and similarity to the manner in which middle-class women might spend their evenings. The emphasis on gentility reflects how closely penitentiaries associated middle-class manners with reform. It was not intended that inmates become learned, or ‘ladies’, but rather they should appreciate the values associated with being a ‘lady’, in order to make them better servants… Inmates could act out their femininity by becoming servants, which conveniently enabled bourgeois women to protect their own femininity (Mahood 1990, 84).

‘Social’ work became not only a suitable job for a woman but the vehicle for creating a whole sphere of functions positioned as belonging ‘naturally’ to women in society. These were paid occupations with prestige, something that had not existed before this period. There was now employment for women in charitable, educational and correctional institutions, including as social investigators, district visitors, rent collectors, sanitary inspectors, poor-law guardians, fundraisers, public speakers, settlement house workers, superintendents, matrons, managers, probation officers and adult-education teachers. F.K Prochaska, historian of women’s philanthropic work in the nineteenth century, has documented the significant numerical rise in numbers of women on charity subscription lists, in women’s financial contributions to charities, in women’s ‘district visiting’ to the poor, in women’s participation on management committees and as managers and as volunteer helpers in a variety of sites from lying-in hospitals to village bazaars (1980). 

Many women began as volunteers, defying ideas that their only place was the home, because charity work was a way to get a foot in the door of the ‘public’ world. Later, there would be a move to professionalise, train and struggle for recognition, but at the beginning, amateurs were essential. In London alone, 279 charities were founded before 1850 and 144 more during the following decade (Humphreys 1997). In the city of Aberdeen, with a population of less than 70,000 in the 1840s, rescue organisations included local branches of the Association for the Promotion of Social Sciences, the British Ladies’ Society for Promoting the Reformation of Female Prisoners and the Association for the Promotion of Social Purity, as well as the Aberdeen Association for Reclaiming Fallen Females and the Aberdeenshire Association of Ladies for the Rescue of Fallen Women (Mahood 1990, 116). In France, similar groups proliferated from the 1870s, and by the turn of the century, there were at least 1,300 associations devoted to the protection and ‘raising up’ of girls (Corbin 1990, 280). It was an immense movement to succour poor women, but, as Anne Summers notes, 

In asserting a particular feminine point of view, women philanthropists made an indirect contribution towards the emancipation of women of their own class. However, their philanthropic initiatives were often diametrically opposed to the emancipation of women in the social classes beneath them (1979, 33).

Indeed, the only approved job for a regenerated woman was domestic service.

Present-day Helpers

Although movements to help women selling sex have always aimed at liberation (from exploitation), how they should be liberated has never been agreed upon. The conflict concerns whether to demand nothing less than the ‘abolition of prostitution’ and the moral restoration of men, or to accept the existence of commercial sex as part of patriarchy and work to improve the lives of those doing the selling. This is the polemic that continues today.

Though everyone agrees that ubiquitous laws holding women selling sex responsible for ‘prostitution’ constitute oppression of women in general, the battle on the subject is waged among feminists themselves. A veritable industry exists in writing articles and books, generally theorising commercial sex as a problem of patriarchy and ‘violence against women.’ In conference after conference and in settings such as the United Nations Commission on Crime Prevention and Penal Justice, lengthy, repetitive arguments and lobbying focus on which defining word will become part of legal instruments related to the sale of sex. 

Linda Mahood describes ‘the social’ as ‘the site where rival interpretations and discourses about people’s needs are produced and played out’ (1995, 63). In the debate over ‘what to do about prostitution,’ both sides employ discourses of laws and rights in the effort to know and express the truth about ‘prostitutes.’ It is the middle-class self-denominated ‘supporters’ (activists, lobbyists, NGO workers) who have become protagonists, not those selling sex, and the role that feminists play in this exercise of social control needs to be recognized. Some of this derives from the victimizing discourse that prevails, in which women selling sex are constructed as lacking agency and choices, but some of it comes about because the social sector is now an enormous area of government (whether public or private) that exists to service people with problems, among them ‘victims.’ Programs that were invented two hundred years ago have not left their roots behind: what Michel Foucault called ‘biopolitics,’ in which society is figured as a population that must be managed and regulated for its own health and welfare (1979, 139-43). Those who set out to administer the lives of others do so according to what they believe to be good, healthy, normal and so on, so that knowledge is central:

. . . [G]overnment is intrinsically linked to the activities of expertise, whose role is not one of weaving an all-pervasive web of ‘social control’, but of enacting assorted attempts at the calculated administration of diverse aspects of conduct through countless, often competing, local tactics of education, persuasion, inducement, management, incitement, motivation and encouragement (Rose and Miller 1992, 175).

Amidst the institutionalisation of this social sector, helping careers have proliferated and are now completely conventional among middle-class women. 

These careers continue to serve the interests of the people employed in them, just as they did when ‘the social’ was first carved out as a sphere of legitimate work. Careers in the social sector are not only considered dignified but confer an implication of virtue, if not selflessness, on the people in them. In the institutionalising of assistance, the professional tends to occupy at least as important a place as those she sets out to help, whose needs are defined by ‘programmes’. The voice of the object of help is rarely heard, and in ‘victim’ debates may even be disqualified, a consequence of ‘false consciousness’. ‘We don’t have to talk to prostitutes to know what prostitution is’ was the angry reply at one public forum I attended when a member of the audience asked to hear from them in Madrid. This is clearly taking ‘helping’ a very long way.

Recognition of one’s own interests does not have to mean abandoning all projects of helping others; one might seek instead an approach which attempts to understand the subjects of one’s interests, through listening to them, learning about their social and cultural contexts and resisting the desire to project onto them one’s own feelings. Theories of how to help based more soundly on what subjects say would be stronger theories. When Tobias Hecht studied homeless children in one Brazilian city, some children said that they could return to a house, or that they did return sometimes, but that they preferred to live in the streets
. The information that children say these things, however, is unacceptable to many people who want to save them. Hecht says:

If one’s goal in writing about street children is to offer ideas on how to eradicate a problem one can hardly view those people seen to embody the problem as autonomous beings in a social world. Reduced to something to be cured, street children become objects in a distant debate among adults (1998, 188, my emphasis).

By the end of his project, Hecht had counted more people trying to help street children than street children themselves. And as he suggests, studying ‘victims’ needs to be understood as part of the ‘helping’ field.

Social Science: Social Justice?

Nancy Scheper-Hughes analysed her own development as a feminist anthropologist interested in maternity and child mortality in a poor Brazilian town. Beginning from a premise that mothers were uncaring, she ‘wanted to know just what was necessary to propose and introduce “appropriate” kinds of intervention’ (1992, 269). Later, she learned to hear other values in the discourses of this community:

My analysis and findings challenge the psychological infant attachment and maternal ‘bonding’ theorists and those cultural feminists who argue for a singular conception of women’s goals, interests, and moral visions. . . an essentially ‘womanly’ ethic and ethos of maternal responsiveness, attentiveness, and caring labor. . . Attempting to recover the muted and marginalised voices of women can paradoxically do violence to the different experiences and sensibilities of poor and Third World women whose moral visions may not conform to the feminist paradigm (341, my italics).

Both Hecht and Scheper-Hughes are western academics who learned to step out of the supposedly neutral tradition of social research and a familiar feminist discourse of goodness and helping. Their insights offer an alternative to the persistent academic colonisation of non-western, non-middle-class subjects which Valerie Walkerdine calls voyeurism.
 ‘Researchers’ need to recognise our full participation in an apparatus of surveillance: the desire to know and explain social phenomena. In fact, we research what is interesting or beneficial to ourselves.

Is there a way out of the bind of benefiting from one’s desire to help? Gayatri Spivak suggests we not be afraid of a ‘crisis’ in which 

your presuppositions of an enterprise are disproved by the enterprise itself. . . these are not necessarily moments of weakness. It seems to me that this is the only serious way in which crisis can become productive, when one feels, for example, that the women’s movement challenges the project of feminism. On the other hand, one is not about to give up on feminism, but the relevant outcome, either from the women’s movement point of view, or from the feminism point of view, is a . . . moment when you must think about negotiating (1990, 139).

Spivak goes on to propose that feminists examine their own privilege, not in order to feel guilty or to retire from working for a better world but rather in order to de-centre their own importance in their work. Among the largely middle-class people who study commercial sex, this means examining assumptions that a bourgeois family life is superior, assumptions that lead to feelings of pity, disgust, disapproval, anger or other emotions projected onto those involved in the sex industry. 

Leaving Home

Traditionally, the family home was assumed to be the site of love and commitment, and sex to be properly located only there, but nowadays more kinds of relationships are accepted as meaningful, or, indeed, as ‘familial’ (Davidoff and Hall 1987; Sorrentino 1990; Weston 1997). Though these changes are not universal and vary by generation, class and ethnicity, it is fair to say that many concepts of family now extend beyond the walls of houses (living together not being a requirement) and increasingly include non-blood or formal marriage relationships. For many people, ‘communities’ acting through social movements have more symbolic meaning than families (Weeks 1995, 44). 

Although the dominant assumption continues to be that ‘home’ is best, vast numbers of people of all ages do everything they can to limit time spent there, actively escaping a place where they feel—at least sometimes—alien, uncomfortable, unfree, unhappy or unable to express some aspect of themselves. When the family is meant to both shelter and discipline its members, spaces for ‘self-realisation’ and risk-taking must be somewhere else than the home. For individuals with money and time to learn, exotic sports such as hang-gliding and scaling rockfaces may fulfill this need; others will seek out more classic pastimes in more accessible spaces. People with less money, time and perhaps hope may go to spaces that are labeled ‘marginal,’ such as ‘drug addiction,’ ‘drug-dealing,’ ‘addiction to gambling,’ ‘alcoholism,’ ‘anorexia,’ ‘juvenile delinquency,’ ‘gangs,’ ‘street children,’ ‘extra-marital sex’ and ‘prostitution.’ What happens outside the nucleus of ‘family life’ demonstrates that the family is not sufficient to take care of all human desire. Is the nuclear family the ‘best’ model for today’s world, given its tendency to suppress rather than encourage the enormous diversity of human desires? If ‘family life’ were considered only one possible normalized option, fewer people would be discursively constructed as ‘deviants’ and ‘social problems.’ Might this lead to less social conflict and more individual satisfaction and peace? 

In terms of the struggle to ‘help’ people selling sex, we would do well to stop obsessing about them and about the ‘commercial moment’—the exchange of money for sex—and instead divert our gaze to a multitude of other questions: the market for their services, what happens besides sex at sex industry sites, concepts of sexuality which condemn those assumed to find ‘love’ irrelevant, the presupposition that the client has all the power, the assumption that money contaminates sex, the surmise that vendors of sex cannot enjoy the sex they provide, the growing demand among women to purchase sexual services and the presumption—this above all, by  western feminists—that sex matters so much that its imperfection can damage a person’s essence. With these kinds of questions, we also problematise the bourgeois vision of a family-centred state which prevailed in the west after the Enlightenment. We further open sexuality debates aimed at ‘equal opportunity’ for homosexual love and sex which often claim the ‘right’ to bourgeois family life. Those debates continue to exclude people not necessarily seeking that kind of ‘home’, among these—it is possible—both some sex workers and some of their clients.

At the end of Centuries of Childhood, Philippe Ariès concludes that as society’s pressures become unbearable, people isolate themselves at home and the house becomes a private space where before it was public. ‘Professional life and family life have stifled that other activity which once invaded the whole of life: the activity of social relations’ (1962, 407)
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� I belong to several networks of researchers and outreach projects composed of both sex workers and supporters, in Spain (Red Estatal de Organizaciones y Proyectos sobre Prostitución), the UK (UK Network of Sex Work Projects) and at the transnational level (Europap, Tampep and the International Network of Sex Work Projects). I also created and moderate a transatlantic e-mail forum, Industria del Sexo, which for more than two years has brought together individuals selling sex in Latin America and Europe, members of national Latin American sex worker networks and their researchers and supporters, including migrant associations in Europe. These fora provide continous and continually renewed information on what people say about their lives.


� For example: ‘Trafficking in women prevails especially in pre-industrial and feudal societies that are primarily agricultural, where women are excluded from the public sphere. Women’s reduction to sex is a fact of their status as the property of their husbands’ (Barry 1995, 51).


� This is not to say that these contradictions and super-valuations of ‘family’ are limited to Europe; on the contrary, they are ubiquitous. Nici Nelson, for example, writes of women who sell sex to migrant men in Mathare, Kenya: ‘It would be entirely understandable if many [married women], especially those left alone in the rural areas by migrant husbands, were resentful and morally indignant. After all, it is their husbands who are spending their money on such women in towns, money which would otherwise be expected to come to their family. This would explain the commonly expressed image of such women as rapacious bloodsuckers who squeeze men dry of all they have before they cast them aside. Men, in this stereotype, are seen as helpless victims of these women’s charms who are almost bewitched into forgetting their homes and families. . . Certainly the [poorer] married women in Mathare whom I knew expressed great sympathy for women who sold sex. . . Perhaps it is a function of shared poverty. . . middle-class and elite urban women were more likely to moralise and be judgmental . . . than those living in squatter settlements.’ (1987, 217-239)


� Another, richer, more powerful group concerned with commercial sex are doctors. I do not address here the medicalization of women selling sexual services and their essentialization as disease-carriers; suffice it to say that doctors, too, have used a discourse of ‘helping’ and ‘curing disease’ in order to consolidate the social and economic status of their profession.


� This vision masked her vigilante role. An entire tradition of women as suspicious monitors of family behavior begins here, where they are fused with ‘the home’: ‘Where were you last night?’ ‘Why did you get home so late?’ ‘Who were you with?’


� Since the word ‘whore’ has perhaps always been used to brand any woman who steps out of the bourgeoisie’s respectable box, it may be that many texts about ‘prostitutes’ were simply referring to women outside the home. In novels, the literary form most emblematic of late-eighteenth and nineteenth-century mores in England and France, the assumptions about women are extremely clear. The classic bildungsroman depicted a young man from the country arriving in Paris or London to make his fortune, learning, loving and in some way triumphing at the end. The equivalent theme for a young woman was nearly always disaster, failure and death. Not safely ensconced in a home, she encountered enemies everywhere, some of the fiercest being those members of polite society who preferred to see women dead rather than unmarried and pregnant, or married and attempting to realise desires of their own outside the home. Archtypal examples include Tess of the D’Urbervilles and Madame Bovary.


� Poovey cites the British census of l85l with 42% of women between the ages of twenty and forty unmarried and two million of a total six million British women self-supporting (1988, 4(.


� Armstrong goes on to point out how ‘the same logic that allowed women to carry the skills they possessed as women into the new world of work would eventually provide the liberal rationale for extending the doctrine of self-regulation and with it, the subtle techniques of domestic surveillance beyond the middle-class home and into the lives of those much lower down on the economic ladder. It was not uncommon for nineteenth-century conduct books to put forth a rather explicit theory of social control’ (1987, 133(.


� See also Saunders in this volume.


� ‘Observation . . . has been understood as, at worst, minimally intrusive on the dynamics and interaction unfolding before the eyes of the observer, who is herself outside the dynamic. My argument is that such observation, like all scientific activity, constitutes a voyeurism in its will to truth, which invests the observer with “the knowledge”, indeed the logos. The observer then should be seen as the third term, the law which claims to impose a reading on the interaction. This is offered as an explanation to which the observed have no access and yet which is crucial in the very apparatuses which form the basis of their regulation’ (1986, 167).
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