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Sexualities and global economics: The (in) visibility of exploitation

The economic transformations that occurred in the last twenty years as consequences of the 

complex processes of globalization have had social consequences whose dimensions cannot be 

overstated. Among these, several scholars have underscored the increased velocity of the post-1991 

era (2010a, 2010b; Giddens, 2000; Tomlinson, 2007, 2008). The acceleration of time perception 

under the impact of capitalism, or more precisely the linkage between the circulation of money 

and the rhythm of social life, is not exactly a new phenomenon, having been examined in depth, 

for example, by the German sociologist Georg Simmel in the beginning of the twentieth century. 

Tomlinson (2007, 2008) revisited these early reflections on capitalism, speed, and social life and 

coined the term “fast capitalism” to refer to the intensification and acceleration in the mobility of 

the capitalist order experienced today. In Tomlinson’s words, this fastness results from qualitative 

changes in the nature of capitalism:

Some of these changes are in the techniques of production and exchange of actual 

commodities … flexible, global sourcing of materials and components, a global distribution 

of labor. Others are essentially sophistications in the manipulation of capitalist markets, 

especially in the sphere of financing … [But] what makes contemporary capitalism fast are 

communication rich systems: from web based work flow systems and “just in time” delivery 

logistics to the near instantaneous speed of computerized fund transfers systems combined 

with the speed of market intelligence via internet.  (Tomlinson, 2008, p. 85)
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Another unprecedented aspect of contemporary global transformations concerns the reproduction 

and reshaping of economic inequalities worldwide. From the 1990s onward, until the 2008 financial 

crisis, the global economy experienced steady rates of growth on average, though with ups and 

downs and great unevenness across regions and countries. This cycle of growth, however, was 

accompanied by increased income inequalities, even in the case of countries that had long sustained 

relatively balanced patterns of internal distribution (United Nations, 2005; Stiglitz, 2013).12 The 

current panorama of global inequalities is still defined by significant gaps in wealth and income 

between OECD and southern countries and the concentration of global profits in the hands of 

originally Western transnational corporations.13 But a novel cartography of global inequalities is also 

emerging that blurs the classical pyramidal image of disparities between center and periphery, in 

which Western countries and their elites occupied the tiny top echelon and the poor people of the 

postcolonial world constituted its massive base.

Distribution of wealth is becoming increasingly dispersed across multiple stratified tiers comprising 

old and new elites, middle classes, formal and informal laborers and the entirely dispossessed. 

These tiers cut across national boundaries and are particularly vulnerable to the impact of systemic 

instabilities (Held et al., 1999; Hoogvelt, 2001; Munk, 2004).14 Global inequalities are today 

12 In an article titled “Inequality Is a Choice”, published in The New York Times (Oct. 13, 2013) the Nobel laureate in economics, Joseph 
Stiglitz, develops the following analysis with regard to the impacts of globalization after 1989: “While the gap between some regions has 
markedly narrowed — namely, between Asia and the advanced economies of the West — huge gaps remain. Average global incomes, by 
country, have moved closer together over the last several decades, particularly on the strength of the growth of China and India. But overall 
equality across humanity, considered as individuals, has improved very little”.

13 Brazil and South Africa have been historically unequal societies whose internal economic discrepancies are deeply marked by race. Brazil, 
which experienced exponential growth rates in the 1970s, was frequently described as a cautionary example of growth without redistribution. In 
the 2000s inequality has been reduced, although wealth disparities remain glaring. Increases in inequality have been remarkable in post-Soviet 
Russia as well as China and India, where significant rural–urban disparities persist.

14 The sequential financial crises underway since the mid-1990s have directly affected these patterns, the most recent example to be found 
in the deepening of inequality and growth of poverty in the United States and Europe as a consequence of the 2008 financial crisis. These trends 
contrast with rising employment rates and decreasing poverty levels in the so-called emergent countries (even when levels of inequality have 
greatly increased in India and China and remain unacceptably high in Brazil and South Africa).
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manifested across boundaries of North and South but also among (and within) countries in these 

regions. As mapped out by new geographic and urban global studies, enclaves of wealth and 

high consumption are easily found today in postcolonial locations, just as patterns of exclusion 

and poverty once regarded as characteristically southern have spread, albeit unevenly, across the 

economic North (Sassen, 2001; Harvey, 2001; Balibar, 2003).

These rapid economic reconfigurations are intrinsically associated with deep demographic 

transformations, including sharp declines in mortality rates; the reduction, faster than predicted, 

of fertility in many southern countries; ongoing and accelerating urbanization in all regions; and 

the intensification and multi-directionality of international migration flows. In quantitative terms, 

between 1975 and 2007, the global urban population grew from 1.5 to 3.2 billion people; in the 

case of Africa and Asia urban dwellers more than tripled, from 107 to 373 million and from 574 

to 1,645 million, respectively. In 2008, for the first time in history, half the world’s population was 

living in urban areas (United Nations, 2008).15 Between 2000 and 2010, the number of international 

migrants increased from 150 to 214 million, representing roughly 3 percent of the world’s population, 

of which 50 percent were women.

The specter of global economic forces and structural conditions — including market forces, trade 

and labor relations, consumerism, demographic trends, and the pace and contours of “globalization” 

— haunted all three dialogues, more or less explicitly. In the course of the dialogues, whenever 

participants scrutinized issues more precisely located at the crossroads between sexualities and 

economics, the relevance of these economic and demographic forces, trends and patterns became 

more sharply evident. Three areas in particular were emphasized in these discussions. First, several 

15 It should be noted, however, that even today, the urban population remains highly concentrated in a group of 25 highly populated countries 
(of which the first ten are China, India, USA, Brazil, Indonesia, Russian Federation, Japan, Mexico, Nigeria and Germany). The data on migration 
offered here comes from the report, An Overview of Urbanization, Internal migration, population distribution and development in the world, 
published by the United Nations Population Division, in 2008 (UN/POP/EGM-URB/2008/01, 14 January 2008).
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case studies addressed the gendered and sexual  dimensions of international migration and state 

efforts to control people’s mobility, a topic that received particular attention at the Asian and Latin 

American Dialogues. Second, the Latin American Dialogue in Rio de Janeiro gave particular attention 

to the micropolitics of the sex industry and related markets. Third, at the Asian Dialogue in Hanoi, 

participants addressed economic forces propelling new technologies — sexual and reproductive 

medical products, the Internet and cell phones — and their effects on sexual communities (Ganesh, 

2010; see also Tan in Volume I). This section charts the first two domains, and we will examine the 

third further ahead. 

Embodied movements

It is no accident that international migration became a central topic of concern in the Hanoi 

discussions. In 2010, 28 million Asian migrants were dispersed across the world (roughly 13 percent 

of all transnational migrants), and countries in the region were the destination for 28 percent of 

global migrants, the large majority coming from other Asian nations. Latin America presents a 

slightly different picture, receiving just 3 percent of all transnational migrants that same year. Yet as 

in Asia, the outward-migration of Latin Americans has doubled in the last two decades from 11 to 

20 million, with over 70 percent moving to the United States (OECD, 2010).

These movements have prompted reconfigurations of the boundaries of citizenship and the state 

and a reimagining of national communities. Many sending states, in part motivated by economic 

considerations, have extended dual citizenship, the vote, and in a few instances even political 

representation to emigrant communities; altered consular services to sustain diasporic attachments; 

and created matching funds and other programs to attract and channel remittances into development 

projects (Levitt & de la Dehesa, 2003; Itzigsohn, 2000; Jones-Correa, 2001). At the same time, recent 

decades have also seen an unprecedented tightening of restrictions on immigration. According to 

the United Nations (2002), by 2001, 44 percent of so-called developed countries and 39 percent 
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of so-called developing ones had policies to restrict immigration in place (compared to 18 percent 

and 3 percent respectively, in 1976) (p. 18). Against the backdrop of the global war on terror, this 

unprecedented securitization of borders has been facilitated and intensified by new surveillance 

technologies and accompanied by policies like body searches, identity cards, and surveillance 

cameras in public spaces within national borders (Pécoud & de Gucheteneire, 2006). In addition 

to policies designed to suppress immigration, many countries have established strict regulations, 

contracts and treaties to regulate migrants, their labor, and their remittances.

The analyses presented and debated at the dialogues addressed first and foremost the contradictions 

of this shifting terrain, noting, for example, the sharp contrast between the free flow of capital and 

goods across the globe and the stringent state regulations and restrictions faced by people on the 

move, including to northern countries. These restrictions, fueled by both xenophobia and economic 

interests, are the source of widespread violations of immigrants’ human rights, including their 

sexual and reproductive rights. 

Above all, participants at the dialogues underscored the heterogeneity of migrant experiences, 

evident, for example, in the motivations triggering transnational migration today. From seeking 

basic livelihood to escaping from restrictive living conditions at home to pursuing imagined visions 

of the good life elsewhere, transnational migrants have constituted, to borrow Appadurai’s (1996) 

term, diasporas of hope, survival and despair. As Malu Marin observed in her presentation at the 

Interregional Dialogue, held in Rio in 2011: 

While most people move or migrate due to economic reasons, there are also many other 

factors that prompt them to leave their countries of origin. This includes the desire for 

adventure and the need for unbridled gender and sexual expression, away from the shackles 

of family and society. In so doing, they develop the ability to live a transnational existence, 

embodying their truest selves, at the same time, adjusting to and confronting the limits of 
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what their states of origin and destination mandate. Such is the experience of Filipino and 

Indonesian lesbians working as domestic workers in Hong Kong or Thai and Filipino trans 

persons working as entertainers in Japan, or South Asian gay men moving to the Middle 

East, which they perceive as having more permissive attitudes towards same-sex sexual 

activities.  (Marin, 2011, p. 3) 

This insight echoes the findings of the case study presented by the anthropologist, Adriana Piscitelli, 

at the Latin American Regional Dialogue analyzing the experience of Brazilian women who migrate 

to Spain to work in the sex industry. The majority of women interviewed by Piscitelli have completed 

secondary education and come from the mid- to lower strata of the middle class rather than the 

poorest sectors of society. In speaking about the motivations to migrate, the majority of respondents 

said that they aspired to both social and economic mobility, as sex work pays much better in Spain 

than in Brazil. But many of them also moved because of imagined prospects of adventure and 

glamorous experiences in Europe.

Not surprisingly, the heterogeneity of migrant experiences extends to encounters with the state 

restrictions and policing discussed above. As Lia Scortino underlined in her overview of South East 

Asia, regional cross-boundary migration is mainly triggered by growing demand for low-skilled labor 

in the case of middle income countries, although certain settings, like Singapore, also attract people 

with higher educational levels. Unlike high-skilled labor migrants, who are encouraged to bring their 

families to the country of destination, low-skilled labor migrants cannot bring or establish families, 

and are usually subjected to various forms of social exclusion and discrimination. These conditions, 

as we discuss below, mostly have impacts on the lives of migrant women and of persons whose 

sexual markers do not fit into dominant norms. Along similar lines, Ofélia Becerril, studied the 

experiences of Mexican seasonal agricultural laborers who travel to Canada to work in the harvests, 

under a bilateral agreement signed between the two countries (Programa de Trabajadores Agrícolas 

Temporales – PTAT ). She identified sharp inequalities in relation to salaries and labor rights of 
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Canadian workers, who also work as temporary laborers, and those of Mexican migrants. In these 

various settings, gender and sexuality markedly add to the differentials of class, race and national 

origin that lurk beneath unequal pay, treatment by employers and state regulations.

  

These patterns of inequity that contaminate international migration strikingly illustrate the multilayered 

and spatially fragmented characteristics of inequalities in times of globalization. The causes and 

markers of inequalities travel and may be recreated as people move and settle elsewhere. Low-

skilled labor migrants in Asia may be better paid than people from their class or caste in their 

countries of origin, but they are often subject to greater levels of social exclusion and discrimination 

in receiving countries. Canadian agricultural laborers may be at the bottom end of the national labor 

force but have a higher status and relatively greater privileges compared to the Mexican migrants 

with whom they work in the harvests.

One key insight of the dialogues in relation to migration is that, as Sciortino noted in her presentation at 

the Hanoi Dialogue, the sexed and gendered dimensions of both migration flows and regulations are 

obscured by dominant representations of migration as a gender-neutral and asexual phenomenon, 

even when half of emigrants today are women (both globally and specifically in Asia). An ideological 

smoke screen thus conceals how gender and sexuality systems structure the causes, motivations 

and effects of migration, and how gender and sexual orders articulate with the rules established 

by states and employers to define who can and cannot migrate and discipline migrants’ behavior. 

In fact, gender and sexuality imprints are prominent everywhere. In the case of Vietnam, for example, 

as Le Bach Duong discussed in his presentation in Hanoi, the state’s explicit regulation of sexuality 

takes the form of migration “contracts” that govern morally accepted exchanges with South Korea, 

a country where a relatively high number of Vietnamese women migrate to marry and become 

wives. At the same time, Duong noted, Vietnamese women who migrate under state contracts as 

domestic workers to Taiwan have to comply with strict rules of sexual behavior. Furthermore, the 
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entry of foreign women into Vietnam, particularly from the poorer neighboring countries of Laos 

and Cambodia, is highly restricted and conditioned by a dominant social perception that these 

women will potentially engage in sex work, which is criminalized, with the possibility of confinement 

in re-education camps. Significantly, anti-trafficking raids in neighboring Cambodia often target 

Vietnamese female migrants, similarly perceived as being predominantly engaged in sex work. 

These assumptions resonate with images circulating and rules adopted in other settings and reflect 

growing societal anxieties over sexual tourism, trans-boundary sex work and trafficking for sexual 

purposes (Agustín, 2007; Kempadoo & Doezema, 1998; Kotiswaran, 2011).

Similar dynamics were noted elsewhere. In the case of the Philippines, many men migrate as 

sailors while women move to become domestic workers, nurses, teachers or entertainers and sex 

workers, and whenever these outflows are regulated by contract, the rules are embedded in gender 

norms. For example, in the case of Indonesia the bulk of international migration corresponds to 

state contracts with Gulf countries, particularly Saudi Arabia, involving young females sought for 

domestic work; other countries in Asia, such as India or Pakistan, export male construction workers 

to the Gulf area. In terms of gender and sex disciplining, as Malu Marin remarked in the paper she 

presented at the Interregional Dialogue in 2011:

There are countries that have strict rules concerning marriage, e.g. in Singapore: a migrant 

domestic worker will need approval from authorities to enable her to marry a Singaporean 

national. Singapore also requires mandatory pregnancy and HIV testing every six months for 

domestic workers and, if found positive, they are summarily deported. In some countries, 

women migrant domestic workers are subjected to forced sterilization, often without their 

knowledge. Gulf State countries also impose a no-pregnancy rule and deport on the basis 

of HIV status. In these countries, unmarried people (especially migrants) are forbidden to 

have sexual relations. There are strict rules against cross-dressing, and while this applies 

to both nationals and foreigners, migrant workers can get targeted and singled out, the 
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unspoken context being, almost everywhere, that the sexuality and sexual behaviors of 

migrants constitute threats either to the public order or to public health.  (Marin, 2011, p. 8)

These examples from Asia suggest that receiving countries see migrants as having “sexual lives” 

only when it serves the country’s needs, as in the case of “marriage migration”, or when the 

migrants are constructed as a moral threat or public health risk, as with the strict restrictions on 

HIV status imposed by practically all countries in the region, or the restrictions imposed on those 

engaged in or perceived to engage in sex work.

In the case of Mexican contract workers in Canada, Becerril underscored the decidedly gendered 

nature of this migration (with 70 percent of laborers being male), as well as the profound gender and 

sexual biases instituted by the inter-state agreement and strict rules by employers. These migrants 

remain in Canada several weeks of every year, during which they are subject to strict disciplinary 

tactics, including rules for dating, surveillance video cameras in dorms and even tight regulation 

of spaces for socializing. Becerril reports an episode of compulsory pregnancy testing of female 

migrants conducted by Mexican consular authorities, with those women found pregnant excluded 

from the Programa de Trabajadores Agrícolas Temporales – PTAT. Employers’ disciplinary norms are 

particularly stringent with respect to sexual or affective relations between locals and migrants, and 

violations of these rules may mean automatic deportation. Becerril reported the case of a Canadian 

male employer who had an affair with a Mexican female worker. His wife denounced the affair to 

the state authorities that regulate the PTAT and the laborer was immediately deported; the husband 

committed suicide a few weeks later. Not surprisingly, women and gender-nonconforming persons 

generally encounter tighter restrictions on their behavior, and their rights are more easily violated 

because of the moral standards of employers and sexist, heteronormative and transphobic norms 

in migrant communities. These biases are at play in the workplace but also in spaces for socializing 

and partying among Canadians as well as Mexicans.
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Among the most striking insights emerging from these conversations is that, despite strict 

regulations, extreme forms of disciplining and systematic rights violations by the state and private 

actors, migrants resist these tactics of control in all ways possible. In Asia, though their bodies are 

curtailed and subjected to rigid state regulations, migrants find ways to circumvent legal and social 

restrictions, such as recourse to fake marriage certificates or engaging in same-sex relations, seen 

as easier to hide from state authorities and employers, particularly in highly gender-segregated 

work spaces. This can be exemplified by the alarms raised by Philippine embassies in the Middle 

East in respect to the phenomenon of “love” or “boyfriend cases”. Apart from this, they also have 

to deal with complaints of abandonment filed by spouses left behind in the Philippines or cases of 

children born out of these fake marriages. Likewise, evidence of sexual resistance emerges in the 

public expression of concern by the Indonesian Consulate in Hong Kong over the growing numbers 

of lesbians among Indonesian domestic workers. Becerril also underlines that some Mexican 

migrants in Canada find ways to evade the stringent sexual norms to which they are subjected and 

that debates around sexuality are now part of daily conversations and struggles for better work 

conditions among these groups.

Notably, in addressing international mobility at both the Asian and Latin American Regional 

Dialogues, the topic of sex work inevitably reemerged. In Asia, debates addressed the stigmatization 

and othering of sex work — exemplified by the tendency in societies to view female foreigners as 

potential prostitutes — and the deployment of stringent anti-trafficking policies that, in recent years, 

are curtailing the mobility of women, particularly young women, but also of people whose gender 

expressions fall outside dominant gender binaries and heterosexual molds. Nor is this exclusive 

to Asia; young Brazilian female travelers found their entry into Europe through Spain arbitrarily 

restricted because migration authorities profiled them as potential sex workers. In the Leamington 

rural area studied by Becerril, the arrival of Canadian and Mexican seasonal laborers attracts the 

migration of sex workers from Toronto and Montreal. This confirms the argument of a number of 

authors who study the sex industry, in particular Laura Agustín (2007), who insists that it is neither 
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accurate nor productive to separate the analysis of global mobility from the analysis of sex work.

  

The political economy of sex markets

This thread leads us to the economics of the sex trade or sex industry, a theme most directly 

addressed by two studies presented and discussed at the Latin American Regional Dialogue. The 

first was the overview paper on Economics and Sexualities prepared by Ana Paula Silva (da Silva 

and Blanchette, 2011) examining the multilayered features and economic logic of sexual markets 

in Rio de Janeiro. The second was a focused ethnography of the Brazilian pornographic video 

industry explored by Maria Elvira Díaz-Benites (Benitez, 2011).16 Before charting the main insights 

and relevant connections of these studies, it is worth noting that soliciting or prostitution per se is 

not a crime in Brazil, although exploitation of persons involved in the trade is criminalized. Brazilian 

sexual culture is historically and internationally known for its constructed liberality and tolerance 

(Parker, 1999, 2009). A vibrant sex worker movement has emerged in the country in the course of 

democratization that has been able to begin legitimizing the idea of sex work as work (Pimenta et 

al., 2009). Although these features have changed since 2009 under the impact of various factors, 

including the growing conservatism of society and the expansion of anti-trafficking discourses and 

policies, they must be taken into account in the analysis that follows. 

Similarly to the migration cases discussed above, these two studies, while focusing specifically on 

Brazil, allow us to examine how various trends associated with globalization and the global patterns 

briefly sketched at the beginning of this section unfold in concrete spaces, work dynamics and 

social relations implicated in the sex trade. In line with Piscitelli’s research on Brazilian sex workers 

in Spain, these studies also track the transnational features of Brazilian sex markets, services and 

16 Díaz-Benites presented an excerpt of her doctoral thesis on the topic, which is now published as a book titled Nas redes do sexo: os 
bastidores do pornô brasileiro. São Paulo: Editora Zahar (2010).
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industries. Silva and Blanchette analysis of female prostitution in Rio shows that in 2009 the city 

remained the Brazilian hub of sex tourism, even when the mainstream media and anti-prostitution 

voices insisted on depicting the Northeast region as the principal pole attracting male clients.17 The 

findings of their previous studies investigating sex tourism websites — and interviewing foreign 

male tourists searching for sexual services in the city — showed  that in some areas  of town the 

trade sharply fluctuates with the tourist seasons (da Silva e Blanchette, 2005). Most notably, they 

reveal that in the Rio geography of prostitution there are sharp distinctions between locations that 

provide services to foreigners and to locals.

Díaz-Benites, whose study mapped the location of Brazilian pornographic video production within a 

global industry dominated by US-based companies, remarks that the insertion of Brazilian production 

into the global pornographic markets is achieved mainly through films featuring travestis, or what is 

known as “bizarre” pornography. The videos featuring heterosexual and gay intercourse are largely 

consumed domestically and face sharp competition from both imported (mostly pirated) materials 

and, more recently, the Internet. 

As in the analyses of global migration previously addressed, another area where these two studies 

sharply illustrate global trends involves the complexities, paradoxes and shifting dynamics that 

reproduce and rearticulate social inequalities. The da Silva and Blanchette study starts by situating 

female prostitution, or women’s choice to provide sex services in Rio, in the context of the gendered 

inequalities that still characterize the Brazilian labor market. Citing Alves and Corrêa (2009), they 

underscore that girls and women are rapidly surpassing boys and men in levels of education 

and that female labor participation jumped from 18 to 60 percent between 1950 and 2010. Yet 

17 This may have changed since the dialogue presentation, under the impact of urban cleansing policies adopted in preparation for the 2014 
and 2016 mega events (World Cup and Olympics). These policies led to the closure of a key location for sex work in Copacabana, the Help Club, 
and periodic police operations against saunas as well as more constant harassment of street walkers.
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male-female wage gaps have remained stable since the 1990s, with women receiving on average 

roughly 30 percent less than men. Moreover, women’s labor remains highly segregated in typically 

female occupations, often concentrated at the lower end of the service sector, and the problem of 

reconciling work and domestic responsibilities remains unresolved because of the lack of support 

services and male sharing of housework. Finally, significant inequalities in wages and income exist 

among women workers based on race, ethnicity and region of origin.

The women interviewed by da Silva and Blanchette expressed these realities in their own terms when 

discussing their experiences in the labor market and their motivations for being in the sex trade. 

They usually referred to three emblematic female “jobs” as part of their past working experiences: 

being a wife, a domestic servant, and a supermarket cashier. Being a house wife often implies lack 

of economic and personal autonomy, whereas the two other occupations mentioned are not valued 

and remain low paid (minimum wage of US$2.50 per hour in 2009). The majority of interviewees 

quite frankly said that providing sex services gives them greater autonomy (than being wives) 

and pays better than jobs in domestic work, supermarkets, or retail. Most of them mentioned the 

advantage of flexible work hours, which permits a balance between home and labor responsibilities, 

particularly for those with children. The appeal of higher earnings is not exclusive to female workers 

at the low end of the labor market pyramid. One of the women interviewed had left a job as a real 

estate agent to provide sex services in a middle range “private place” (these places are known as 

privés) because it was more advantageous in financial terms. Even a sex worker who provides the 

cheapest services could earn a minimum wage when providing 30–35 ten-minute sexual services 

per month.

Finally, the sexual market in which these women have opted to work is no less marked by inequality 

than the wider labor market. The study’s geography of Rio’s sexual market identified 274 points 

of prostitution and more than 60 phone or virtual venues, facilitating access to sexual services 

classified into 21 different modalities: elite call-girls/escorts, spas, massage parlors, privés, peep 
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shows, cinemas, brothels, street walking strolls, bars, nightclubs, beach points, swing clubs, 

occasional amateur sexual services, services provided by hotels, and “programs,” which also vary 

between the “all night” jobs, the  “girlfriend experiences” and the “fast fuck.” This is an extremely 

heterogeneous and unequal landscape that deconstructs the classical sociological account enshrined 

in the literature, which has usually divided Brazilian prostitutes into “low, medium and high class 

sex workers”.18 This heterogeneity implies huge variations in earnings. At one end, women working 

in high-class privés can earn over US$2000 a month, while at the lower end those working in 

downtown “fast fucking” places earn US$10 for a ten-minute “trick,” requiring roughly 30 “tricks” 

per month to earn a minimum wage (US$320). Between these extremes, the price charged by street 

walkers working in the South Zone of the city could range between US$30–50 per hour and US$100 

for a full night.

Díaz-Benites’s (2011) ethnography of the pornographic industry also strikingly illustrates the 

disparities and asymmetries of this particular labor market, in this case directly related to gender 

and sexual markers, bodies, perfomativity and the ability to adhere to what managers consider 

proper workplace behavior. If, on the one hand, young women are highly valued, because they 

are the main “sellers” of heterosexual pornography, on the other, they are also easily replaceable 

because the audience wants “new faces and bodies”. In contrast, heterosexual males are less prone 

to be evicted if they are good performers (can sustain erections). If these heterosexual men may 

appear to be at the top of the labor hierarchy, gay men, travestis, and in particular those performing 

“bizarre” pornography, fit in the lower echelons of a hierarchy that is not dissimilar to the “charmed 

18 While the authors also note that there is no tangible evidence indicating that cheaper prostitution is inherently violent or degrading, their 
study confirms the hypothesis raised by others that confined prostitution at the lower end of the trade leaves women more prone to violations 
and abuses, while autonomous or freelance prostitutes — either street walkers or those offering services in self-organized privés —- are more 
able to negotiate prices and are subject to less coercion. This does not imply, however, that women working in middle-range and high class 
saunas may not also be subjected to forms of coercion, such as compulsory AIDS testing or even, sometimes, client violence.
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circle” of sexuality conceived by Rubin (1984).19 This hierarchy translates directly into wages and 

other benefits. In Díaz-Benites’s own words:

The local sex market responds to the demands of the global market and the heterogeneity 

of the expectations amongst its consumers. Moreover, analyzing the production of porn 

films allows us to glimpse into the morality games at work in these networks, which can 

be read as an effect of the economic dynamics underneath this universe: the “best” bodies 

earn higher wages and can engage in illegitimate or stigmatized [sexual] performances, in 

contrast to “abject” bodies — travestis, the obese, dwarves receive lower payments and are 

engaged in “perverse” representations, that cause a combination of laughter, excitement 

and disgust, even amongst people working in the pornographic  industry. To think about porn 

from an economic perspective, at least in Brazil, is to think of quickly replaceable bodies that 

easily become obsolete and of labor patterns characterized by the same flexibility found in 

sex markets more broadly.  (Díaz- Benites, 2011, p. 274)

Both studies also compellingly illustrate Tomlinson’s (2007, 2008) suggestive notion of “fast 

capitalism” in that they analyze contexts and relations highly determined by the vertiginous 

circulation of money, the acceleration of time, a continuous rotation or replacement of the labor 

force, and short cycles of production. This is epitomized by the “fast fuck” locales of downtown Rio 

as well as by Díaz-Benites’s description of how a video is produced in one day to reduce location 

and labor costs.

19 Rubin (1984) describes how ‘sex hierarchy’ operates, at least in Western societies, in ways that overlap but are also distinct from the 
“gender hierarchy.” At one end of this continuum we find a “good,” “natural,” or “normal” sexuality that is reproductive, monogamous, marital, 
non-commercial, and heterosexual and recognized as acceptable by medical, religious, and political power; this is the conventional gender order 
that subordinates women, if not in all, then in many domains of life. At the other end, at the bottom of the sex hierarchy, lie other sexual practices 
defined as “evil,” “unnatural,” or “abnormal” sexual practices. In Rubin’s words: “Bad sex may be homosexual, unmarried, promiscuous, non-
procreative, or commercial. It may be masturbatory or take place at orgies, may be casual, may cross generational lines, and may take place in 
‘public’, or at least in the bushes or the baths. It may involve the use of pornography sex toys or unusual roles” (p. 282).
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The discussions around sexual markets, the sex industry and sex work at the Rio Dialogue inevitably 

revealed divergent views among participants. Gabriela Leite, the internationally known  leader of 

the movement of prostitutes in Brazil,20 sparked the discussions, emphasizing that, in thinking 

about economics in relation to prostitution, we should not restrict the analysis to a monetized or 

pecuniary logic. In her view, the monetary aspects or gains are only one dimension of prostitution. 

Borrowing  from Deleuze and Guattari (1977)  terminology she emphasized that this domain of 

life is also to be understood as pertaining  to the “economy of desires,” that cannot be separated 

from the contemporary landscape of  subjective construction and sexual politics. In contrast, 

Corina Rodríguez, an Argentinian feminist economist who commented on the overview paper by 

Blanchette and Silva, questioned their argument that sex work was ultimately a choice that must 

be respected, drawing on feminist critiques that interrogate assumptions about rational choice in 

classical economics by underscoring the structural constraints that to varying degrees shape and 

limit our choices, economic preferences, and desires. She underlined that the automatic equation 

of work in prostitution with other forms of female work is not wise because of the peculiarities 

of sex work, a labor activity portrayed by dominant discourses as marginal or on the fringes of 

society and consequently subject to high levels of stigma, physical violence and other specific 

forms of exploitation. Although the level of earnings, autonomy and flexibility of the work offer 

obvious advantages, prostitutes can experience extreme situations of insecurity, vulnerability and 

exploitation. Above all, as workers, they lack labor rights and are not protected by existing public 

policies that benefit other sectors of the female labor force. 

Similarly underlining the constraints that shape the option to enter sex work, Lohana Berkins, President 

20 Gabriela Leite, who passed away October 10, 2013, was the coordinator of the NGO Davida, a founding member of the Network of Brazilian 
Prostitutes and the creator of the fashion label DASPU in 2009 as a cultural strategy to make sex workers’ political demands visible. For more 
on Gabriela Leite and DASPU, see Laura Murray’s film, “Um Beijo para Gabriela/A Kiss for Gabriela” (www.umbeijoparagabriela.com).
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of the Association of Struggle for Travesti and Transsexual Identity of Argentina (ALITT),  expressed 

outright opposition to the view of prostitution as a form of work similar to other occupations. Berkins 

underscored significant differences between the conditions experienced in the sex industry by 

cisgender women, when compared to transvestites and transsexuals, for whom prostitution is often 

the only alternative for economic survival. For that reason, she and her organization refer to sex 

workers as “people in situation of prostitution”, as they consider prostitution a transitional situation 

in which people may live at some point in their lives but insist that “exit options” must be ensured. 

In her view, prostitution must be thought of as a specific form of regulation of sexuality, legitimized 

by society, a lucrative market from which all states, whether socialist or capitalist, benefit; whereas 

people in situations of prostitution do not benefit from these profits.

It is impossible to account fully for these  tensions and controversies that constitute one of the 

thorniest, if not the most divisive of topics of contemporary sexual politics. Yet by articulating 

the debates that have taken place in the Rio Dialogue and the theorizing and research findings 

available in the vast literature on the subject, pathways can be identified to illuminate blind spots 

beneath the deadlocks that quite often absorb discussions around sexual markets and sex work. 

As the polemic in the Rio meeting fundamentally turned around the exploitative characteristics of 

this particular form of labor, one question to be asked is:  What lies beneath the obsessive focus 

on the extreme and exploitative dimensions of sex work that tends to plague most discussions on 

the topic? To respond, it is productive to leave the sex industry temporarily aside and shift the lens 

back to feminist thinking and research on the gendered nature of labor markets broadly speaking.

Bedford’s (2010) analysis, for example, underlines that, since the 1970s, feminists have devoted 

much intellectual energy to analyzing the exclusion of women from labor markets and the patterns 

of inequality, discrimination and exploitation they have experienced in “modernized” workplaces. 

In the recent past, the work of feminist economists faced sharp reactions and resistance on the 

part of mainstream economics, which remained structurally informed by a paradigm that presumed 
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a stable sexual division of labor that essentializes men as laborers and providers and women as 

caretakers, responsible for social reproduction. Bedford remarks, however, that today mainstream 

economic discourse has moved beyond this classical position to recognize the incorporation of 

women into the workforce through the prism of “smart economics,” viewing women’s labor skills as 

resources to be harnessed by global markets.

This newer paradigm celebrates women’s labor creativity, flexibilities and adaptability but in doing 

so conceals the harsh realities of exploitation — or even super-exploitation of women’s work.21   

The ideological erasure of exploitation in dominant discourses on gender and labor is decidely 

instrumental in the context of intensified and fast capitalism. While the geography and modalities of 

extreme and gendered forms of exploitation have shifted, they cannot be said to have disappeared, 

although companies and states prefer that they remain invisible. Notably, this obfuscation of 

gendered exploitation and inequality in most sectors of the formal economy coincides in time with 

the overwhelming production and circulation of discourses collapsing prostitution, trafficking and 

sexual exploitation, often equating prostitution to slavery (Kempadoo, 2005; Kempadoo & Doezema, 

1998; Blanchette & Silva, 2012). One key effect of this intensive production is that sexual markets 

and sex work have become “fetishized” as the locus par excellence of the capitalist exploitation  of 

women: supposedly the only place where exploitation takes place in a sexualized form. To overcome 

this ideological obfuscation, it is useful to resort to Laura Agustín’s (2012) critical review of Sidhart 

Kara’s book, Sex Trafficking: Inside the Business of Modern Slavery (2009), one of the better known 

examples of the obliterating conflation of sex work, trafficking and exploitation. In her argument, 

Agustin asks the following insightful questions:

21 Smart economics also conceals other problems of labor markets and their effects: persistent gender wage gaps, the growing racial, 
ethnic and regional inequalities among women themselves in terms of wages, and the unresolved problem of reconciling labor and household 
responsibilities between women and men.
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[Kara] claims that “sex slaves” are the best earners for masters because they are sold 

“literally thousands of times before they are replaced”… Would he do this if another service 

were involved, like hairdressing? If a salon owner buys a slave to be a hairdresser who then 

sees many customers and produces money for her owner, would Kara say the hairdresser is 

sold thousands of times? Or would he see that her labor is sold, albeit unjustly? Questions to 

be asked about both cases would include: Is money earned credited toward the payment of 

a debt? Does the worker enjoy free time? Does the worker accept the character of the work 

but want more autonomy, different working conditions, or a bigger percentage of money 

earned? In the case of sex businesses, workplaces are sometimes more comfortable and 

cleaner than in other available jobs, workers may feel safer locked in than on the streets, 

and they may like wearing pretty clothes, dancing, being admired. By reducing the entire 

world of his informants to the minutes of sex, Kara misses the big picture, whether we call 

it political economy, culture, or simply everyday life.  (p. 1).

Agustin’s critical viewpoint implies that to continue revealing and contesting the multiple ways of 

exploiting women’s labor within capitalism, it is vital to undo the discursive knots now entangling 

sexuality, exploitation and coercion, mainly through the trope of victimized women’s bodies in 

prostitution. Exploitation, inequalities and vulnerabilities that characterize transactional sex and 

the sex industry cannot be delinked from conditions affecting millions of laborers and migrants in 

disorganized capitalism (Kotiswaran, 2011; Agustín, 2008; Kempadoo, 2005). It is also urgent to dig 

beneath the surface of the language of smart economics by considering informality, poor working 

conditions, low wage levels, and high levels of exploitation, including gender wage disparities and 

sexual harassment in the workplace.

But rather than focusing on those dimensions, dominant ideologies and discourses on sex work and 

trafficking converge mainly towards criminal justice approaches. Today persons are criminalized 

if they sell sex in most states in the US and various European countries. In Sweden and other 
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Nordic countries, clients are now criminalized in the name of gender equality, a model being rapidly 

exported to other European countries (such as Spain and France) and globally. Sex work is also 

a crime in many postcolonial settings, such as the majority of African countries, including South 

Africa, or in a number of Asian countries, such as China and Vietnam. Conversely, in most of Latin 

America and places like India or Thailand, the exploitation of sex work is a crime but not sex work 

itself. As in the case of the anti-sodomy legislation discussed earlier, this global cartography of sex 

work criminalization requires a systematic interrogation of the imposition of Western categories of 

prostitution on other cultural modalities of sexual exchange for money.

As compellingly suggested by Bernstein (2012) and others (Wacquant, 2009; Simon, 2007), 

contemporary carceral politics – including in relation to sex work and trafficking -- are deeply 

imbricated with the dominance of neoliberal market-oriented ideologies and policies that coincide 

with the increasing inequalities, insecurities and instabilities of late capitalism.  This politics usually 

calls for further criminalization by there converging with the securitization  paradigm – which 

presently pervades the dominant logic of governmentality -- and adding water to add mills of 

carceral politics that keep expanding north and south of the Equator (Amar, 2013; Garland, 2001; 

Razack, 2005).  Revisiting Garland, Bernstein (2012) remarks that:

  

An array of social dislocations common to late modernity has contributed to heightened 

disorder and to crime, as well as to a stark reorientation in penal trends away from social 

remedies and towards politically conservative versions of “expressive justice.” In the 

ascendant worldview that characterizes this trend, crime is not regarded as a problem of 

economic deprivation but rather of inadequate social controls, in which human beings are 

naturally inclined to commit crimes unless inhibited from doing so by social authorities.  

(Bernstein, 2012,  p. 3)

The recognition of the conundrum in which political and cultural debates on sex work  are caught  
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is critical for any analysis of how sexuality and  economics intersect with the expanding resource 

to criminal justice as “social pedagogy” or a solution to social challenges that should be dealt 

otherwise. At the core of these complex and disquieting intersections, one pivotal element is the 

feminist classical trope around  the structural and systemic sexual victimization of women that can 

be traced to the nineteenth century (Vance, 2010; Walkowitz, 1982, ). Mainstream feminist that are 

grounded in a conception of “women’s human rights”  that remains confined to  sexual violence 

and victimization is unable to more fully grasp and respond to other gendered dimensions of social, 

economic, and cultural life. 


