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Abstract 

The present article reflects upon the concepts of work and 

womens’ work in the light of classic Marxist feminist analyses. It 

seeks to problematize these categories, beginning with a 

conversation that took place during ethnographic fieldwork, 

thinking about what sex work means within the historical a current 

context of the market for women’s labor. We situate sex work as a 

variant of reproductive work which still provokes great controversy 

among significant portions of “progressive” social movements and 

also among conservative religious sectors, complicating its 

recognition as a legitimate occupation. We explore some of the 

possible reasons why sex work, almost alone among the traditional 

reproductive labor “done out of love”, still generates so much 

discomfort among such heterogeneous political and social groups. 
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For some of us, politics is more than just 

an intellectual exercise – it is lived 

experience. When the topic is sex work, I 

don’t think: I feel  (Melissa Petro, 2017). 

1- Introduction 

The trigger for the present article was an informal 

conversation that occurred during field work in the interior of the 

State of Rio de Janeiro, which made me
1

 reflect on the women’s 

work
2

 and particularly on sex work
3

 and how it fits into this 

category. 

The sale of sex is at the center of many controversies, 

particularly within certain sectors of various social movements that 

regard the activity as a basic violation of human rights and which 

therefore feel that the persons exercising it should not be protected 

by labor laws. These political groups understand people who sell 

sex as victimized women with no agency at all, who are often 

described as “enslave” or “raped”, understood to subject to the 

exploitation of a sex industry portrayed as extremely powerful and 

                                                           

1
  Although this article is written by two people, the protagonist of the fieldwork 

that led to the present article, and the article’s primary author, is researcher  Ana 

Paula da Silva. Any use of the first person singular in the present article thus refers 

to her while uses of “we” refer to both authors. 

2
 In general, emic terms appear in this article in quotation marks while key etic 

terms appear in italics, at least the first time they are used. 

3
  By sex work, we do not only means prostitution in and of itself, but also all 

forms of work where people are remunerated for providing sexual services. This 

includes erotic dancing and massage, phone sex, and the production of 

pornography. In the context of the present article, this also takes in the traditional 

duties of women providing their partners (and particularly their husbands) with 

sexual/affective/erotic attention. For further theoretical considerations regarding 

this term, see Leigh (1997) and Sutherland (2004). It’s also worth pointing out 

that, although we do not agree with McKinnon’s theory (1998) that prostitution is 

necessarily rape, not even this author – whose works are one of the foundation 

stones of today’s radical feminism – would disagree with the notion that women 

work when they produce sexual acts/affects. After all, even the labor undertaken 

in conditions of slavery is work.  
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profitable. These groups also understand members of the world’s 

prostitutes movement’s to be traitors or exploiters who are paid to 

defend this industry and who deserve to be legally punished for 

encouraging the commercial sexual market

4

. Within this 

perspective, which seems to be gaining more popularity within 

Brazilian politics, talking about sex work is seen as defending 

patriarchal violence, the objectification of women’s bodies, and the 

commoditization of women. 

For us, as anthropologists, this position is problematic. We 

do not deny that prostitution was historically constituted, to a large 

extent, under patriarchal conditions. The same thing, however, can 

be said of the institution of marriage and a series of jobs – 

women's jobs – that do not attract such controversy and are not 

understood as criminalizable, not even by the more separatist 

and/or androphobic wings of the feminist movements. In addition, 

as Lévi-Strauss (1982), Sherry Ortner (1940, 1978) and Gayle 

Rubin (1993) have pointed out, the sexual/reproductive capacity of 

women seems to have been among the first “goods” exchanged 

between human groups. According to David Graeber, pre-capitalist 

systems of exchange of women most likely served as a basis for 

human commoditization through slavery (Graeber, 2010). And, if 

recent research with monkeys can serve as a guide, exchanging sex 

for sustenance is behavior that may even be pre-human (Chen, 

2006). We do not want to naturalize prostitution, but it seems 

obvious to us that exchanging sex for money (or for other means 

of support) is a social behavior that predates capitalism, and even 

patriarchalism. In the same way, it seems obvious to us that 

marriage was and still is, in many cases, a patriarchal institution, 

an opinion that we share with various wings of the feminist 

movement. However, we do not know of any groups in the world 

that seek to criminalize marriage: in fact, the trend in the West 

seems to be to expand the institution to include homoaffective 

                                                           

4
 This sentiment has been perhaps Best expressed by English journalist Julie 

Burchill, who has said that “When we win the sex wars, prostitutes should be shot 

as collaborators for their betrayal of all women” (apud McNeill, 2010). 
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couples. Apparently, then, marriage is a patriarchal institution that 

is generally seen as reformable while prostitution is not. 

When the issue is the sale of sex within the universe of 

feminized work, our research on the structures of prostitution in 

Rio de Janeiro and in the world (Blanchette & Silva, 2009; Blanchette 

& Schettini, press) has indicated two things. First, far from being the 

ultimate point of degradation in a woman's life, sex work often 

compares favorably with other feminized jobs, particularly 

domestic and service labor. Secondly, sex work is hardly a 

vocation for most of the people who practice it. It is best 

understood as a temporarily occupied position in a tripartite 

economy of makeshifts (Hutton, 1974), structured around 

prostitution, marriage, and jobs of low social status and income, 

typically feminized. 

In other words, sex work is not the worst job in the world, 

according to the vast majority of our sex working interlocutors. 

Often, it even appears as that which allows women to exit from 

other forms of labor, which are understood as more oppressive, 

more violent, and more objectifying. As Monique Prada, former 

president of the Central Única dos Trabalhadores do Sexo (CUTS), 

states: 

 

Basically, prostitution is a place where common sense says 

no woman should want to be – and yet millions of women 

have exercised it through the centuries. Perhaps this is far 

from the worst place in the world for a woman, but there is 

a whole society striving to make it lousy... And there is a 

class of people – and I belong to that class of people – for 

which working with sex, cleaning toilets, or changing 

diapers of old people are the possible jobs, worthy work, 

and we do this work. Unfortunately, in the society we live 

in, we need to keep in mind that not all people have such a 

wide range of choices which permit them to stay away from 

precariousness or abusive bosses. Nevertheless, we continue 

to live and continue to make the choices that are within our 

reach (apud Drummond, 2017). 
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It is within the context of these disputes that we have 

produced the present article, which seeks to problematize what is 

considered as work and – in particular – women’s work, of which 

we consider prostitution to be a traditional component. We believe 

that the conflicts between the various sectors of society and people 

who sell sex are directly related to the type of activity performed 

(particularly when it is carried out by women), within what Gayle 

Rubin calls the sex/gender system (Rubin, 1993). What seems to 

offend, in short, is that something that should be given out of love 

(or – more historically – out of obligation) becomes commoditized, 

supposedly making the seller a victim of the capitalist exploitation 

of her body (McKinnon, 1998). Our intention is to problematize this 

view through an analysis of the Marxist category of work and how 

it has been articulated with what is popularly understood as 

“women's work” in the West. 

Although “women’s work” is first and foremost an emic 

category, the use of which has been registered by ethnologists in 

various cultures and times

5

, it has been poorly developed in etic 

terms. This does not imply, however, that various theorists of social 

life do not use the term, casually, as if it were something self-

explanatory.

6

 It has been widely used within the scope of 

discussions about housework and reproductive work (Dalla Costa, 

1974; Federici, 1975, 2004) or, more recently, care work (Hirata; 

Guimarães, 2014). For purposes of this article, we take women’s 

work
7

 as those forms of toil that, in the West, have historically been 

understood as the exclusive (or almost exclusive) domain of 

women, linking certain tasks with the feminine gender. This 

                                                           

5
 Among numerous examples see Margaret Mead’s notes on “women’s work and 

men’s,” (March 25, 1932. Typescript. Manuscript Division, Library of Congress 

(136c)), or – more notoriously, Bronislaw Malinowski classic Argonauts do 

Western Pacific (1976 [1922]). 

6
 See, for example Zelizer (2005:83, 295); Boris (2014:104). 

7
 When we use this term in its etic sense, as delineated above, it Will generally 

appear in italics. When it is used in a more emic sense, according to the popular 

beliefs of a given time or place, it will generally appear in quotation marks. 
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includes jobs as teachers (particularly of very young children), 

nurses, cooks, nannies, and all kinds of “care work” (see England, 

2005 for a theoretical discussion of this concept), but also, as 

Barber (1994) points out, to certain activities that were rapidly 

proletarianized in the early capitalism of the 16th and 17th 

centuries, particularly work associated with the production of 

fabrics (It is no coincidence that the international symbol for 

“woman” is a spindle). Finally, it includes sexual/reproductive 

activities and emotional work. 

At first glance, then, looking at the historical-cultural context 

of the West in the last two centuries, “woman’s work” seems 

broadly similar to the classic Marxist-feminist concept of 

reproductive work, although we are aware that not all reproductive 

work is done within domestic spaces (Boris, 2014:103). As the 

philosopher and economist Jason Read has pointed out, however, 

women's work has a specificity in this context: traditionally it has 

been unpaid labor (Read, 2003:139) and, within the ideological 

conditions of capitalism, it has been understood as “not work" or, 

in the words of my interlocutors, work “done out of love”. Over 

the last hundred years, however, this type of work has been 

increasingly commoditized, formalized, and even proletarianized. 

The major exception remains sexual/affective work, particularly 

under the rubric of prostitution. 

Why? 

The following article is intended to be an initial theoretical 

flight in search of an answer to this question. Why, in a world 

where reproductive and productive work are increasingly confused, 

where women are increasingly professionalized and/or 

proletarianized, the "oldest profession" is increasingly criminalized, 

stigmatized, and unable to be treated as work? 
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2- Work done for love and men’s work 

It was a rainy morning in Canário, in Fazenda Duas Traças, 

located in the Northwest Fluminense region of the State of Rio de 

Janeiro, near Santo Antônio de Pádua. Sitting in a chair on a 

porch, I

8

 listened to the stories of D. Genuina, a midwife, 

landowner, and 81-year-old lady. A descendant of Italian 

immigrants, D. Genuína is part of the history of a wave of 

immigrant colonization that spread throughout the interior of the 

State of Rio de Janeiro from the late 19th to the mid-20
th

 centuries. 

The region of Canário has traditionally dedicated itself to family 

agriculture and has had, according to D. Genuina, significant 

production of rice and coffee in the past. Currently, these crops 

have disappeared due to the mechanization of cultivation. Today, 

the inhabitants of the district survive by planting crops such as 

okra, tomatoes and pumpkins, as well as working in one or 

another regional industry such as dairy farming or the mining of 

decorative stone. 

The subject that most caught my attention in conversation 

with D. Genuina was when she started talking about her trajectory 

as a woman, remembering the feminine occupations of her youth. 

These stories were complemented by Nazaré, a much younger 

woman (in her 40s) and a friend of the family. D. Genuina told me 

what it was like to be the daughter of the most sought-after 

midwife in the region. From that, she came to give an opinion on 

women's work and work done for love. She spoke in a tone of 

protest, remembering that her mother had been forced to leave 

home for more than 15 days at a time while waiting for a baby’s 

birth. In addition, her mother had to take care of the newborn and 

help with household chores (cooking, washing and ironing) while 

the child’s mother “recovered”. I asked the two women if this work 

was remunerated. “No”, they replied. “Everything was done out of 

love”. The midwife, at most, gained recognition and enjoyed a 

certain status among the people she attended. 

                                                           

8
 Ana Paula da Silva. 
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As Marcel Mauss (2013) demonstrated in his Essay on the 

Gift, exchanges that generate prestige (or perhaps what Bourdieu 

would call social capital [1986]) are in fact closely interwoven with 

economic structures and not can be ignored in terms of their 

capacity for reproducing communities. However, it is necessary to 

remember that the mother of D. Genuina was not a member of a 

pre-capitalist society, even though she lived in the interior of the 

state of Rio de Janeiro more than a century ago. As D. Genuina 

confirmed, money, capital, and the ability to accumulate these 

reigned supreme in Canário in those days. But the maximum that 

D. Genuina’s mother, the most sought-after midwife in the region, 

gained for her toil was maybe a cut of cloth and the “blessing” of 

baptizing the newborn. 

According to Nazaré and D. Genuina, the midwife’s work 

could be extended for a month. “And there those who took 

advantage of this”, D. Genuina complained. When I asked who, 

she replied: “those who had the most possessions”. Nazaré also 

told her own story of women’s work. It started with her “looking 

after a little boy” when she was eleven years old. In exchange, she 

received money to pay for her schooling. Soon after, Nazaré began 

to wash, iron, cook, and clean for the boy’s parents, although she 

continued to receive only what had been agreed to beforehand by 

her parents to “look after the boy”. Nazaré worked under this 

regime for more than a decade until she was twenty-three years 

old, when she was able to finish her studies and passed a state 

examination to work in a public school. Well spoken and using 

extremely correct Portuguese, Nazaré said that even when she 

worked hard, she still studied. Her particular pride is that she has 

read the entire opus of author Clarice Lispector. 

Both the trajectory of Nazaré and that of D. Genuina 

illustrates economist Lourdes Benéria’s observation, made in a 

report to the International Labor Organization, that, far from being 

marginal participants in the economy, 

 

rural women are the most forgotten participants in the 

economy, ‘working’ for long hours in agricultural and 
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domestic tasks, being essential for the economic system, 

especially in those tasks related to food production and 

services, in the fields and at home, as well as those related 

to the reproduction of the labor force (Benéria, apud Boris, 

2014:101).  

 

In fact, the rural economy of Rio de Janeiro in the 20th 

century (and the 21st century) would be unthinkable without the 

work done by women – often reified in popular terms as “woman's 

work” – which, like D. Genuina reminds us, is usually “done out of 

love” and not for money. 

As they told me their trajectories, however, both Nazaré and 

D. Genuina remembered another woman: a black woman named 

Mariazinha (according to the two white women, “dark but good”). 

Mariazinha was repeatedly classified by the women as a “poor 

girl”. Without a husband and with several children, she was 

obliged to exercise what the other two women qualified as “men’s 

work”: farming, since this activity was regularly remunerated in 

cash. The exact words of D. Genuina, however, give another, 

moralizing, aspect to Mariazinha’s activities: “the poor thing had to 

work as a man; she was very poorly spoken of in the region”. It is 

not known whether Mariazinha had a bad reputation for being 

black, for having many children out of wedlock, or for exercising 

the work of men, with men. Most likely, all these factors combined 

to situate her as “less respectable” than the other women in the 

village, who performed roles that were typically female and largely 

“out of love”. I asked D. Genuina (who also worked on a farm, 

before serving as a lunch lady in a school for 30 years, after part of 

her 10 children grew up), why Mariazinha was so badly spoken of 

and not herself, D. Genuina, who had also worked for money and 

not simply “out of love”. The answer came short, stiff, and with a 

closed face: “In my case, it was different”. The difference, 

apparently, was in the fact that Mariazinha never formed a 

traditional family, having no husband. No one could say, exactly, 

who the fathers of her children were. Mariazinha went to work on 

the farm “as a man” and to support her family without a man. 



cadernos pagu (50), 2017:e175019            For Love or for Money? 

 

Meanwhile, D. Genuina (and Nazaré) only entered the world of 

“work for money” after long careers dedicating themselves to the 

reproduction of domestic spaces, already with husbands and 

children. “Work for money” enters into their trajectories as a 

complement to their roles as wives and women “working for love” 

(or, in the case of Nazaré, obligation to parents). Even after 

entering the world of salaried workers, both women practiced 

professions traditionally feminized in contemporary Brazil: lunch 

lady and a primary school teacher. They never needed to “work as 

a man”, much less to support their families alone. Genuina and 

Nazaré affirmed that all the children of Mariazinha had graduated 

from school and left the region. Only one came back to visit his 

mother. Mariazinha bought a house with her “work as a man”, a 

small farm that prospered, besides seeing all her children 

graduated. As far as I could see, her life was not bad. Even so, D. 

Genuina and Nazaré continued to refer to her as “poor 

Mariazinha”. You could see that the subtext was moral: working as 

a man, Mariazinha worked with men; working with men and being 

single, it was presumed that Mariazinha would perform other 

functions in the field besides the strictly agricultural. It was 

presumed, in other words, that Mariazinha was a whore.

9

  

The above conversations refer to a micro-universe and are 

particular but emblematic cases. The testimonies of D. Genuína 

and Nazaré are interesting to think about some of the complex 

issues embedded in the studies of inequalities in Brazil, however, 

particularly those of gender, and the combinations and 

                                                           

9
 We use the word “whore” to express the community’s  moral doubts about 

Mariazinha, which go beyond the question of sex work. Whore is a term used to 

indicate any woman whose behaviors challenges the expectations of the 

monogamic family and masculine domination. The word “coitada” (“poor thing”) 

used by the women to describe Mariazinha should be understood here as a polite 

way of indicating the Idea that she had done something “unspeakable”: she did 

not dedicate her sexual and affective attentions to one man alone and was thus a 

woman of questionable morals – a whore, in other words. Whether or not 

Mariazinha did, in fact, accept money for sexual services is something that was of 

secondary interest to my interlocutors.  
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intersections of identity markers in the creation and maintenance 

of these inequalities through the worlds of work. In the case 

discussed above, one must look at the historical context within 

which gender and color/race inequalities intersect with the labor 

market. This context is absolutely important for our attempts to 

analyze those occupations categorized as “degrading” and 

undervalued, but which in many cases end up being the economic 

havens of women who cannot sustain themselves “out of love”. To 

better understand this question, it is necessary to analyze the 

nature of the work and how this has been coupled with the 

qualifier "woman" within the Marxist-feminist tradition. 

3- Women’s work: from the (im)productive to the reproductive and the 

sex/gender system  

As Gayle Rubin comments, 

 

No theory accounts for the oppression of women – in its 

endless variety and monotonous similarity, cross-culturally 

and throughout history – with anything like the explanatory 

power of the Marxist theory of class oppression (Rubin, 

1993).  

 

Initially, however, Marxism hardly touched on the issue of women's 

work in the domestic space (Read, 2003). 

Karl Marx inherited the question of the value and meaning 

of the work of the liberal theorists of the previous generation, and 

particularly of Adam Smith, who first theorized the distinction 

between productive and unproductive work, situating the first 

category as that work that produces value or wealth, while the 

second category produces nothing - only shifts wealth from one 

place to another (Smith, 2003 [1976]). In this second category, 

Smith placed the works of “clergymen, lawyers, doctors, learned 

men of all kinds, players, buffoons, musicians, opera singers and 

dancers, etc.”. These people could work, but they did not produce 

value or wealth. The main characteristic of unproductive work, 

according to Smith, is that it “produces nothing that could later 
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buy ... an equal amount of labor” and that it “is eliminated at the 

time of its production” (Smith, 2003 [1976], Book II, Chapter III, 

second paragraph). Smith (2013) does not say anything about what 

we might understand as “women’s work”, but the first paragraph 

of Book II, cp. III of The Wealth of Nations indicates that he would 

not consider “domestic” work as necessarily unproductive, since 

within the category of productive labor he placed that which adds 

to the maintenance of the worker. 

Marx, on the other hand, devoted much effort to 

theoretically distinguishing between productive and unproductive 

labor. To give full account of this discussion is a quasi-theosophical 

task, which goes far beyond the scope of this article. We can say 

that Marx initially followed Smith by defining productive labor as 

"that which is directly exchanged for capital," while unproductive 

labor would be "absolutely established" as that which is not 

exchanged for capital, but for some form of income (Marx, 2013 

[1863]:303). Within this initial formulation, Marx seems to reject the 

idea that work that produces only services, not goods, can be 

productive in some way or another. However, his thoughts on this 

subject were not fulfilled when Marx died, necessitating a 

reconstruction of his ideas. For the purposes of our discussion, the 

question is whether labor that produces immaterial services (such 

as the vast majority of domestic work) can be considered 

productive or just necessary and reproductive jobs of the social 

economy.

10

 

It is important to note here that productive and unproductive 

have no moral connotation in Marx’s understanding of the terms: 

they are only etic terms that denote a certain relationship  between 

work and capital. So-called nonproductive jobs can be socially 

useful. There are a number of jobs where work is not exchanged 

directly for capital, but is needed for the circulation of capital 

(lawyers who create contracts, for example). And there is also work 

that produce use value but is not exchanged for capital. Marx 

                                                           

10
 Those readers who are interested in following this debate can Begin by reading 

Tarbuck’s analysis (1983) and Miller’s reply (1984). 
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notoriously offers the example of the tailor who works for a 

particular client in his home. The work of the tailor who toils under 

these conditions is not productive, for he has no connection with 

capital and his production is not transformed into a commodity 

that can be freely exchanged in the market (Marx, 2013:402). 

More orthodox Marxists like Ken Tarbuck are reluctant to 

consider as productive any work that produces immaterial goods 

or services. However, there is ample evidence that Marx, at the 

end of his life, was moving away from this position. After all, in the 

first volume of Capital, which represents the more mature 

presentation of Marx’s ideas about the distinctions between 

productive and unproductive work

11

, he stated that 

 

a teacher is a productive worker when... he works as a 

horse to enrich the owner of a school. The fact that this 

used his capital in the construction of a teaching factory 

instead of a sausage factory does not change the relation at 

all (Marx, 2007[1867]:558).  

 

Obviously, for the mature Marx, the most distinguishing factor of 

work as productive was its articulation to capital: 

 

Being a productive worker implies not only a relation 

between labor and usefulness between the worker and the 

product of his toil, but also a specific social relationship of 

production, a relationship that ... marks the worker as the 

direct means of producing surplus value (Marx, 

2007[1867]:558). 

 

As Ian Gough reminds us, it is necessary to account for the 

changes that have taken place in capitalism in the last 150 years in 

                                                           

11
 As Tarbuck observes, Volume I of Capital was the only volume that had been 

written, rewritten, edited and re-edited according to Marx’s desires while he was 

still alive. Volumes 3 and 4 (the last contained in Marx 2013 [1863]) were actually 

written before Volume I  (Tarbuck, 1983). 
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our analysis of labor productivity. According to Gough, in Marx’s 

time, 

 

the capitalist mode of production spread and grew 

gradually, conquering the field of material production, but 

hardly touching non-material production. Workers who thus 

produced material goods were often productive laborers 

employed by capitalists, while workers who provided 

services were usually paid with some form of income and 

were unproductive workers. [However] (…) the growth of 

services provided by capitalist enterprises qualifies this 

observation nowadays (Gough, 1972:53).  

 

In other words, the works that produce services, the results of 

which are consumed in the act of production, may well be 

qualified as productive works, provided that they generate capital. 

This was perhaps not so clear in 1867, but it is a fact that is more 

than obvious nowadays. 

All thinkers involved in this debate would agree, however, 

that work done for money (or other considerations) would only be 

productive work if it generated capital. In the late 19th and early 

20th centuries, this meant that the bulk of what would have been 

called “women's work” was not, in fact, productive work: it could 

help in the circulation of value and in maintaining the social 

conditions of but was not directly exchanged for capital. 

 In this way, the classical Marxist thinkers of this period, such 

as Rosa Luxemburg and Alexandra Kollontai, widely understood 

women through two categories: bourgeois and proletarian. The 

first (in the words of Luxembourg) “play no role in social 

production, being the joint consumers of the surplus value their 

males derive from the proletariat: they are the parasites of the 

parasites of the people”. Luxembourg continues, clearly 

distinguishing housework from productive labor: 

 

The women of the proletariat... are economically 

independent; are engaged in productive labor for society, 

just as men are. Not in the sense of helping their men 
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through domestic work, and dragging themselves through 

daily survival while educating children for hardly any pay. 

This work is not productive within the meaning of the 

current economic system of capitalism... (Luxembourg, 1971 

[1912]). 

 

Kollontai would echo these sentiments even more 

relentlessly in 1921 after the Bolshevik Revolution, situating wives 

in general as parasites and equating them with prostitutes: 

 

To us in the workers’ republic it is not important whether a 

woman sells herself to one man or to many, whether she is 

classed as a professional prostitute selling her favors to a 

succession of clients or as a wife selling herself to her 

husband. All women who avoid work and do not take part 

in production or in caring for children are liable, on the 

same basis as prostitutes, to be forced to work.

12

 We cannot 

make a difference between a prostitute and a lawful wife 

kept by her husband, whoever her husband is – even if he is 

a “commissar”. It is failure to take part in productive work 

that is the common thread connecting all labour deserters. 

The workers’ collective condemns the prostitute not because 

she gives her body to many men but because, like the legal 

wife who stays at home, she does no useful work for the 

society (Kollontai, 1977[1921]). 

 

For Kollontai, then, traditional “woman's work” carried out 

in the domestic sphere for the reproduction of a family was, in fact, 

social desertion. It was fully comparable to prostitution and 

remedied only through collectivized productive labor – forced, if 

necessary. For both Kollontai and Luxemburg, being a proletarian 

woman, then, meant working outside the domestic sphere, in 

factory production directly related to capital. In these quotations 

we see an extremely literal interpretation of Marx's initial thoughts 

                                                           

12
 Kollontai here suggests what should be done with stay-at-home wives and/or 

prostitutes: the State should transform them into slave laborers. 
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about productive work, with the traditional “woman’s work” being 

disqualified as unproductive and even as “not work”, at least in its 

social sense. This is the style of Marxism that created the 

phenomenon of labor camps and rehabilitation for "suspicious" 

women after successful socialist revolutions.

13

 

Even here, though, we can see some gaps in classical 

Marxist orthodoxy. After all, there was a kind of “woman’s work” 

that Kollontai understood as necessary and therefore worthy of 

respect, even if it was not properly “productive”: caring for 

children. And Luxembourg, in turn, recognized that certain forms 

of sex work could be productive labor, given that these involved 

the exchange of services for capital:  

 

Only the labor that produces surplus value and capitalist 

profits is productive... From this point of view, the dancer in 

a cafe, who generates profits for her employer with her legs, 

is a productive worker, while all the toil of the women and 

mothers of the proletariat within the four walls of the home 

is considered unproductive work (Luxembourg, 1971 [1912]). 

 

Even Engels, writing in that seminal work on gender studies, 

The Origin of the Family, Private Property, and the State, slides 

away from orthodoxy by comparing prostitutes with working 

women (if not proletarians) in his famous statement that a woman 

in a traditional bourgeois marriage “only differs from the ordinary 

courtesan in that she does not let out her body on piece-work as a 

wage-worker, but sells it once and for all into slavery” (Engels, 

1884). Although Engels’s use of the word “wage-worker” leaves 

doubt as to whether he would consider sex work to be productive 

or just another form of non-productive "piece work" (work for the 

production of use value and not capital), the prostitute here is 

                                                           

13
 For an excellent – if fictional  – portrayal of these attitudes and their results, we 

suggest the film Virgem Margarida (2013) by director Licinio Azevedo, which 

deals with the imprisonment and “re-education” of “parasitic” women after the 

Mozambique Revolution of 1975. For a brief description of the situation in Cuba 

following the revolution there, see Wolfe (2014). 
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situated as similar to Marx’s the teacher, needing only a direct link 

to capital to be understood as full proletarian. 

The feminist appropriations of Marxism during the last third 

of the 20th century, however, were necessary for a full 

reassessment of what we call women's work. In her book Marxism 

and the Oppression of Women (2013 [1983]), considered to be 

fundamental Marxist-feminist text, historian Lisa Vogel situates 

Juliet Mitchell (1966), Margaret Benston (1970) and Peggy Morton 

(1971) as founders of this tradition. It was Italian author Mariarosa 

Dalla Costa (1972), however, who constructed the first theoretically 

sophisticated attempt to engage, in Marxist and feminist terms, 

with what we are calling women's work. 

Breaking with classical Marxism, Dalla Costa argues that the 

work traditionally carried out by women in the domestic sphere is 

productive work in the strictest sense, since it produces the most 

essential commodity of capitalism: the worker himself. The added 

value of this labor is indirectly expropriated by the payment of 

wages to the woman's proletarian husband, thus transforming her 

into “the slave of the wage-laborer” (Dalla Costa, 1973:52). Dalla 

Costa’s claim, however, did resolve the central problem of the 

debate: it demonstrated that domestic labor had a social use upon 

which capitalism was dependent, yes, but it could not situate this 

as a social form of labor that produced capital. In other words, 

although Dalla Costa proved that domestic labor could not simply 

be understood as unproductive labor, she failed to demonstrate 

how it was directly exchanged for capital. The husband continued 

as an intermediary between woman and capital, complicating the 

strict proletarianization of women as domestic workers (Vogel, 2013 

[1983]). 

The most interesting solution to this theoretical impasse was 

the constitution of the concept of the mode of reproduction. This 

was understood as a sphere of social production of human beings 

– both in everyday life (washing clothes, cooked, etc.) and 

intergenerationally (creating and educating the next generation) –  

which, in the words of the theorist Renate Bridenthal, existed in a 

dialectical relationship with the mode of production (Vogel, 2013 
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[1983]:27). In her article “The Traffick in Women”, anthropologist 

Gayle Rubin famously labeled this “second sphere” of 

(re)production as the sex/gender system. Rubin distinguishes, 

however, between the concept of reproductive system and that of 

the sex/gender system, avoiding a strict division between 

production and reproduction and proposing a more holistic and 

interwoven view of these two spheres (Rubin, 1993). 

Rubin agrees with Dalla Costa’s synthesis, finding it crucial 

in order to understand the reproduction of the labor force as one 

of the necessary costs of capital generation (pointing out that even 

Marx and Engels recognized this sine qua non of capitalism) and 

situating this cost as socialized through institutions. However, 

Rubin also comments that nothing in capitalism necessarily implies 

the association of women with the sphere of reproduction, noting 

that female oppression, sexism, and traditional notions of gender 

predate capitalism. In other words, capitalism uses and benefits 

from the association of women with the reproductive sphere, but 

does not give create this confinement. Rubin understands that the 

origin of the “world historical defeat” of women predates the 

capitalist mode of production, emphasizing that it has essentially 

cultural and traditional roots, or – adopting Marxist language –

“moral and historical origins”: 

 

It is precisely this “historical and moral element” which 

determines that a “wife” is among the necessities of a 

worker, that women rather than men do housework, and 

that capitalism is heir to a long tradition in which women do 

not inherit, in which women do not lead, and in which 

women do not talk to God. It is this “historical and moral 

element” that presented capitalism with a cultural heritage 

of forms of masculinity and femininity. It is within this 

“historical and moral element” that the entire domain of 

sex, sexuality, and sex oppression is subsumed. And the 

briefness of Marx’s comment only serves to emphasize the 

vast area of social life that it covers and leaves unexamined. 

Only by subjecting this “historical and moral element” to 
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analysis can the structures of sex oppression be delineate. 

(Rubin 1993:5). 

 

Rubin’s arguments, along with her concept of the sex/gender 

system, are particularly important for our purposes. However, they 

do present some small, but crucial, distinctions into the concept of 

the mode of reproduction. Rubin does not deny that there is a 

second sphere of (re)production in the dialectic that sustains any 

historical formation, but warns that we must avoid separating this 

sphere from the productive sphere in absolute terms, proposing a 

more intertwined and imbricated vision of the two spheres. Rubin 

describes as “cultural” the origin of the segregation of spheres by 

gender, and warns that changes in this system are possible without 

necessarily overcoming capitalism. Indeed, the author's 

observation is that women do not need to be confined to one of 

these spheres: women have a place in productive work, as well as 

the proletarianization of traditionally domesticated reproductive 

work, and the confusion of the (re)productive spheres has only 

intensified in modern capitalism. 

In Brazil, the last seven decades has seen an explosion in the 

economically active female population (from 13.6% in 1950 to 

48.9% in 2010
14

), 57.9% of this made up of formalized female 

workers
15

 (Alves et al., 2017:14-16). It is necessary to qualify this 

growing participation of women in the formal economy, however, 

because in Marxist terms, being “economically active” or having a 

signed labor contract does not necessarily mean one engages in 

productive work. A cleaning lady, for example, who is employed 

directly by a housewife does not swap her labor force to capital, 

even though her toil might be formalized by a labor contract. It is 

significant to note in this context that 15% of the Brazilian women 

registered by IBGE in 2012 as "economically active" worked in 

domestic employment – this percentage grows significantly when 

we add color/race to the analysis, since 19% percentage of 
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 Os dados vêm de 2010, apud Alves et al., 2017. 

15
 Os dados vêm de 2012, apud Alves et al., 2017. 
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economically active black women work in domestic labor as 

against only 11% of economically active white women. Women are 

also still massively concentrated in the service and commerce 

sectors: in 1999, 56.6% of economically active Brazilian women 

were located in these areas of the economy (IBGE, 1999). 

According to the above data, the only thing we can say with 

any degree of certainty is that, as workers, Brazilian women have 

increasingly left the domestic sphere over the last half century, 

receiving money to work in spaces that do not correspond to their 

domicile or the homes of others. Much of this female labor force 

still seems tied to activities that could be considered as traditional 

“women’s work”, however, being concentrated in the area of 

services, education, care work and housework. What percentage of 

this expanded extra-domestic sphere is composed of productive 

labor no one can say. However, a considerable part of the forms of 

reproductive work that were once confined to the domestic and 

private spheres are now being capitalized and transformed, 

moving to the more traditionally productive sphere. A clear 

example of this would be the shift of the cook’s job from the 

domestic space to fast food franchises, canteens, and popular 

restaurants. The young girl employed by McDonald’s may be 

employed in the service economy, but her toil unquestionably 

produces capital while still being understood as a form of 

reproductive labor. In this way, the productive and reproductive 

spheres are increasingly confused without necessarily threatening 

the functioning of capitalism. 

Although not every form of labor done by women today is 

productive, unquestionably the work traditionally “done for love” 

within the domestic space is increasingly being transformed into 

productive jobs, done for salary and by contract, generating capital 

and surplus. This transformation is neither simple nor neat, nor 

does it necessarily generate the relative feminine independence 

through proletarianization that Luxemburg and Kollontai 

imagined. To understand it better, we must now look at how it was 

foreshadowed in the historical constitution of the threshold sphere 

of women's work performed for income, not love. 
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4- Madams, servants and work relations in the mode of reproduction 

The activities of washing, cooking, caring for children/the 

old/the sick, listening, empathizing, and having compulsory sexual 

relation

16

 are all forms of toil that were traditionally understood as 

domesticated and feminine tasks in the West. However, as Anne 

McClintock shows in her book Imperial Leather (2010), this kind of 

work needed to be invisible, at least in the case of the domestic 

spaces of the metropolitan bourgeoisie (and middle-class-in-

formation) of the 19th century. Here, it was under the sign of 

leisure and love that the work of woman disappeared. The 

housewife's vocation “was not only to create a clean and 

productive family, but also to ensure the skilful concealment of 

every sign of her work”: 

 

Her success as a wife depended on her skill in the art of 

working and apparently not working... The dilemma of 

these women was that the more convincing their 

performance of leisure work was, the greater their prestige. 

But this prestige was won not by leisure itself, but by a 

laborious imitation of leisure (McClintock, 2010:244).  

 

This imperative for invisibility created a contradiction within 

the mode of reproduction: the housewife gained prestige – or 

social capital – insofar as she kept her home absolutely flawless 

                                                           

16
 It is important to remember here that sex is not only procreative: it is also 

reproductive of daily life, in the sense explored by Rubin, following Marx. Leaving 

aside the arguments about whether or not sex is a biological necessity, it is 

certainly understood to be a basic necessity in historical and moral terms in the 

vast majority of capitalist cultures. Therefore, as “beer is necessary for the 

reproduction of the working class in England, just as wine is in France” (Marx, 

apud Rubin, 1993:4), a certain level of access to sexual relations is necessary for 

reproduction of the proletariat almost everywhere in the world. The “boom” of 

the last 40 years of sexual services and products aimed at women (the sale of 

erotic products and the presentation of these as a form of self-care [Gregori, 

2013]; romantic trips to tropical destinations to create sexual encounters [Beleli, 

2015]) indicate that this need is not only male and that it is also growing among 

women. 
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and productive. However, this state of comfort and hygiene had to 

appear as something that emanated from the housewife's own 

graceful nature: a task virtually impossible for one woman. 

In this way, an increasing demand for the domestic labor of 

women in spaces that were not their own homes was generated. 

And this, for its part, further blurred the boundaries between 

production and reproduction: 

 

Servants thus became the embodiment of a central 

contradiction within the modern industrial formation. The 

separation between the public and the private spheres was 

achieved only by paying working-class women for 

housework that wives could do for free. The work of 

servants was indispensable to the process of transforming 

the working capacity of wives into the political power of 

husbands. But the figure of the paid servant constantly 

endangered the “natural” separation between the private 

house and the public market. Silently crossing the 

boundaries between the private and the public, between the 

home and the market, between the working class and the 

middle class, servants brought to the middle-class house the 

smell of the market, the smell of money. Domestic workers 

thus embodied a double crisis in historical value: that 

between the paid labor of men and the unpaid labor of 

women and another between the economy of feudal 

servitude and the industrial economy of wages (McClintock, 

2010, 247). 

 

According to McClintock (2010), the complex dialectic 

between production and reproduction under conditions of modern 

capitalism was not simply expressed in a division between 

housewives and working men. There were millions of women –

perhaps most, particularly in the new urban spaces that exploded 

in modernity – who found no place in the home (at least as 

"housewives") and also could not find steady work proletarizing 

themselves through direct exchange with capital. A complex 

hierarchy was thus established within the modern bourgeois 

house, Certain women became housewives, while other women, 



cadernos pagu (50), 2017:e175019              Ana Paula da Silva 

and Thaddeus Gregory Blanchette 

usually poorer (and, in the Americas, darker) became servants, key 

pieces in maintaining the comfort, efficiency, and political capital 

of the bourgeois family. These “servants” exchanged their labor 

power not for capital, as proletarian workers did, but for an 

income (or even for simple sustenance) in a space structured 

simultaneously by patriarchal logic and by the new bourgeois 

ideology of respectability. In this way, domestic labor, transferred 

from the hands of bourgeois wives into the hands of women of 

subordinate classes (and races), became, throughout modernity, a 

form of invisible labor, central to the (re)production of poverty, 

race, and gender. 

In any case, proletarian is an adjective that does not account 

for the lives of these women. They often migrated constantly 

between the reproduction sphere (as wives), to the productive 

sphere (being employed in factories), to service work (employed in 

reproductive tasks in other women's homes), to prostitution. We 

are currently involved in a project (Garcia, et al, forthcoming) that 

investigates the history of prostitution in twenty global cities. One 

of the striking features of women's work in almost all the cities 

studied (particularly the Western ones) is how it was built into what 

the historian Olwen Hufton (1974) calls “the economy of 

makeshifts”: a patchwork quilt of occupations through which the 

poor seek to piece together survival. One of the most common 

trajectories detailed in the case studies of the project is the woman 

who migrates from the countryside to the city because she does 

not fit into the rural marital market, needing to sell her labor either 

as a proletarian woman or in the domestic space of another 

woman as a servant. Typically, however, these solutions prove to 

be precarious or insufficient, so the woman also ends up selling 

sex. Other women in this situation end up marrying, but 

nonetheless continue to toil outside the domestic space of their 

own home - often even as sex workers. Can we call these feminine 

lives, simply, proletarian, in the classical and Marxist sense of the 

word? 

The question is more interesting than it may seem at first 

sight, for if we are taking seriously the great insight of Marxist 
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feminism as to the existence of a mode of reproduction that exists 

in a dialectical relation with the mode of production, we must ask 

ourselves about the nature of social relations of labor that exist 

within the sphere of reproduction and which positions of power 

these relations produce. The mode of production notably 

generates the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. What does the mode 

of reproduction generate? 

A simple way to solve this question would be to presume 

that the sex/gender system does not modify labor relations at all, 

with the woman acquiring the position of her husband and/or 

father, or even by understanding “proletarian” in its popular 

Brazilian meaning as a synonym simple of “poor”. Another way 

would be to understand women in themselves as a class. This 

seems to be the stance adopted by various strands of the 

“radfem”
17

 movement, exemplified by the writings of journalist 

Meghan Murphy (2015). For Marx, “woman” was definitely 

decisive for placing certain human beings in the sphere of 

reproductive work, regardless of the class situation of their male 

relatives. But, as Avtar Brah points out (2006), although women 

may indeed be the “second sex”, globally, this does not make 

sisterhood global. Women should not be understood as a 

homogenous group, subject to a unique and ineffable “female 

experience”, united in their class interests – a fact commented on 

by black feminism in the United States almost half a century ago 

(Davis, 1981, Collins, 2000). 

Moreover, in terms of the social relations of labor within the 

sphere of reproduction, some women are placed to buy and/or 

manage the labor that others must offer. We agree with McClintock 

(2010): what is produced in the bourgeois metropolitan house of 

the 19th century is the “political power of husbands”. It would be 

more correct to say, however, that this production results in a series 

                                                           

17
 We use “radfem” as na emic category employed by self-labeled radical 

feminists who seek to understand prostitution via the works of authors such as  

Andrea Dworkin, Julie Bindel, Sheila Jeffreys, Catharine Mackinnon, and Melissa 

Farley, among others. 
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of symbolic, cultural, social, and political capitals, which may be 

appropriated by husbands, but which gain more prominence in the 

constitution and maintenance of what is properly called a Woman 

(singular and exemplary). For as the feminist theologian Elizabeth 

Schussler-Fiorenza has shown in analyzing the case of the classical 

patriarchy in ancient Greece, not every woman is a Woman: 

 

Strictly speaking, female slaves and foreign female residents 

are not women. They are “gendered”, not with respect to 

male slaves or resident alien men, but with respect to their 

masters. They are subordinate and therefore “different by 

nature”, not only from elite men but also from elite women. 

As a result, the patriarchal pyramid of domination and 

subordination creates “natural differences” not only 

between men and women, or men and men, but also 

between women and women (Fiorenza, 1993). 

 

In modern capitalism, this singular, exemplary Woman is the 

one McClintock (2010) calls “bourgeois”. She is usually married to 

a man of this class, or is born to a father and mother of this class, 

but she is perhaps best conceived through another category, which 

arises in the sphere of reproduction. By borrowing an emic term 

from Brazilian reproductive relations, we can call this Woman the 

madam (although housewife also serves). And although she is still 

under the masculine domination of the patriarch, the madam 

dominates her servants in a manner which is analogous to the way 

in which the bourgeois dominates his workers. It is the madam 

who extracts the symbolic capital of the productive and hygienic 

leisure of the exemplary home, transforming it into something 

politically useful. Typically, she does this through the expropriation 

of her servants’ labor. And although the typical madam may be 

bourgeois and white (as McClintock presents her), not every 

madam is necessarily white or bourgeois. 

Being a housewife and being able to have servants was and 

still is an ambition for many women. In regions such as Brazil or 

the southern United States – which were strongly marked by 

African slavery in the nineteenth century and by an abolition that 



cadernos pagu (50), 2017:e175019            For Love or for Money? 

 

was reluctant to integrate the freemen and – women into the 

modernizing economy – racism and misery ensured that this 

ambition could be achieved by many who were less well-off than 

in the more metropolitan regions of the global system. In Brazil, 

this impetus is revealed in our traditional popular habit of “pegar 

para criar” (or "take to raise"), where even working-class, peasant, 

or middle-class families can appropriate children workers (as was 

the case with Nazaré) “who are almost family" and thus bound by 

obligations that can only be paid with labor for love. In fact, the 

tradition of "loving" housework is so dear and rooted in Brazilian 

culture that, to this day, it is difficult to find a flat or apartment, 

even the most modern ones, which do not include a maid's room 

on the premises. 

5- (Re)produtive work, sex work, and the “economy of makeshifts” 

The category servant has declined in size compared to other 

categories of women’s work in the last century. This is the case 

even in Brazil, where a significant portion of the female population 

is still economically active in the sale of domestic services. At the 

same time, there has been a growing proletarianization of 

reproductive work (Coburn, 1994; Réses, 2012; Read, 2003). Indeed, 

it seems that the confusion between the sphere of reproduction 

and production is increasing. If we want to adopt Rubin’s 

perspective, perhaps it would be better to say that the overlapping 

interdependence of these two spheres has intensified to the point 

where they are increasingly congruent (even though, it must be 

pointed out, they were never entirely separate). 

However, this “collapse” has not significantly changed the 

feminization and invisibility of reproductive work. The 

reproduction of family life continues to be thought of as a feminine 

obligation, expressed in the famous “double job” of salaried labor 

and housework. In other words, it remains the respectable 

woman’s responsibility to create a clean and productive family 

while ensuring the skilful concealment of every sign of housework 

–- even if she herself works outside the home. Nowadays, we can 
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see this imperative in the numerous advertisements for household 

products and technologies that promise (for example) to eliminate 

bathroom odors without anyone noticing that they once existed. 

These products are displayed by women in mini-dramas that are 

directed almost exclusively towards the female consumer. 

Ironically, these advertisements are often the only dramatic 

productions on television that can pass the famous “Bechdel 

test”.

18

 

But there is another kind of invisibilization under way: the 

proletarianization of the reproductive labor force within the service 

economy, which conceals the class difference between women that 

was earlier made explicit in the relationship between madams and 

servants. An excellent example of this "erasure" can be seen in the 

book Laughter Out of Place, where the anthropologist and 

Brazilianist Donna M. Goldstein (2013) directs a scathing critique of 

Brazilian middle-class families’ dependence on the domestic work 

usually performed by black and poor servants: 

 

[These families] are constantly being looked after by 

others, usually women, who do the onerous tasks of 

everyday life, freeing up time for creative activities, 

including career advancement, hobbies, and an active 

social life. Engaged intellectuals, therefore, can work 

hard and still play the role of gracious hosts... 

(Goldstein, 2013:31) 

 

Goldstein’s observation is insightful, but we should ask how 

she makes her own life possible as an engaged American 

intellectual. Who does the “burdensome tasks of everyday life” for 

Donna Goldstein and women like her? Who produces free time for 

her creative activities, hobbies, and professional advancement? Is it 

not the proletarianization of the reproductive tasks that, in the past 
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  Created by cartoonist Allison Bechdel, a fictional work passes the test IF, at 

some point, at least two women talk to each other about something other than a 

man. 
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were conducted by (mostly female) servants? Goldstein's 

discomfort with the Brazilian middle classes’ use of maids has, as 

its background, the normalization (and invisibilization) of another 

regimen of reproductive and feminized labor, one which is almost 

certainly amply utilized by the American anthropologist and which 

is growing in Brazil. 

The work of professional women as university teachers, 

lawyers, designers and etc. is supported by a legion of workers 

earning the minimum wage or less. Today, the management of this 

work is often outsourced, making the madam a manager. Often, 

this labor is proletarianized, being productive (i.e., generating 

capital) as well as reproductive. Women, however, continue to be 

principal consumers of the services this labor produces, often 

paying for them with money received through their own salary. In 

this way, the class division among women, formerly operating in 

the reproductive sphere and expressed by the madam/created 

binomial, remains active. It can be glimpsed in the division 

between those women whose professional life is made possible 

through the consumption of reproductive services and those who 

need to sell their labor force to provide reproductive services, even 

though this sale is now increasingly made directly through 

capitalists, owners of service companies, and not to the family in 

the domestic sphere. A significant difference between the two 

systems, however, is that this proletarianization intensifies the 

illusion that (re)productive work has no origin, gender, or color. 

Perhaps for this reason, a certain wing of feminism – most 

associated with the class of the madams – is reluctant to 

understand the perennial attraction of prostitution as a work option 

for many women. To better understand this apparent blindness, we 

need to move away from theory and offer up a brief summary of 

some of the salient findings of our ethnological investigations into 

prostitution and its related political issues. 

Since 2004 we have investigated prostitution, sex tourism, 

and trafficking in women in the cities of Rio de Janeiro and São 
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Paulo.
19

 As a function of this research, we are also engaged in 

observation/participation in the Brazilian and international political 

fields that seek to combat human trafficking and reform 

prostitution laws – both as researchers and as allies of the 

organized prostitute movement. Our research has demonstrated 

the mismatch between how prostitution is imagined in Brazilian 

society and how it is presented and lived by its main protagonists, 

the women who sell sex. 

During the course of our research, we have witnessed a 

growing acceptance of abolitionism
20

 in Brazilian civil society.  

Base on this sentiment, there are claims that prostitution is 

fundamentally an act of violence and an activity that no woman in 

her right mind would engage in unless she had no other choice at 

all. In public event after a public event, we have heard people, 

often women who claim to be feminists, equating the sale of sex 

with rape and slavery. What has impressed us on these occasions 

are three things that are often repeated: the women in question are 

usually white and middle class
21

; they have little or no contact with 

sex workers; and they seem to understand work as “exploitive” in 

the life of women only insofar as it involves the sale of sex. 

This third characteristic is the most important in the context 

of this article. A typical conversation from our field work can 

illustrate what we mean. This happened recently in a lecture at 

UFRJ that discussed the decriminalization of prostitution. The 
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 Our intellectual production is available on our Lattes curriculos: 

http://buscatextual.cnpq.br/buscatextual/busca.do?metodo=apresentar 

20
 Abolitionism: the political position that equates female prostitution with slavery 

and seeks to abolish it, generally through the intervention of the State and the 

partial or total criminalization of all or some of the actors involved in the sale 

and/or purchase of sex. 

21
 Obviously, there are Black and/or poor women who oppose prostitution, 

particularly those women involved in religious organizations. We have found 

relatively  few women of this sort, however, at the public events where legislation 

regarding prostitution and/or trafficking of persons has been discussed. As we 

have described elsewhere (Blanchette and Silva, 2013), these events are 

majoritarily composed of white, middle  class people who have a relatively high 

level of formal education.   
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protagonists were Thaddeus and Sandy
22

, a 21-year-old white 

graduate student in law, who classified herself as Marxist, feminist, 

and as a member of a socialist party. The researcher began by 

asking what was the position of the girl and her party regarding the 

Gabriela Leita Bill, which would regulate sex work. The resulting  

dialogue was as follows: 

 

Sandy:  We are against prostitution because it exploits 

women. 

Thaddeus:  But all the work from which surplus is extracted 

is exploitation, is not it? You support the fight for labor rights 

in other areas of the economy, do you not, regardless of 

that fact? Why can’t sex workers have these rights? 

S:  Because no one chooses to be a prostitute. Women only 

do this when they are forced to because they do not find 

any other job. 

T:  And do you think the other jobs that are traditionally 

'womanly' - clerk, cook, day laborer, manicurist - are freely 

chosen by women? 

S:  No one wants to be a prostitute. 

T: Are there people who want to be supermarket cashiers? 

S:  But prostitution is a patriarchal institution. It serves no 

other purpose. It is undignified work that hurts all women. It 

is essentially a form of rape or slavery. 

T: Are you in favor of gay marriage? 

S:  Of course. Marrying who you want is a human right. 

T:  But isn’t marriage also a patriarchal institution? Women 

who work in it as wives, at home, reproducing the family 

but who do not earn a single penny – can’t these women 

also be thought of as captive? 

S:  Marriage is not like that today. 

Even for this young woman who claims to be a Marxist and 

a feminist, work is not ipso facto exploitative: there is a moral 

divide that separates “good” jobs from “bad”. There are 

“dignified” jobs – and in this category one finds almost all 

feminized service labor, proletarianized or not – and “undignified” 
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 The names of all informants have been changed to maintain anonymity.. 
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jobs, of which prostitution is the prime example.
23

 In addition, 

marriage is seen by this young woman as something that is done 

essentially by choice or for love and not as an economic 

institution. In this view of the world, no woman would "choose" to 

work in sex, and by contrast, all other forms of work (including 

domestic and unpaid labor) are “voluntary”. 

The conversation reported above is absolutely “normal” in 

the Durkheimian sense: it always appears in public events where 

the (de)criminalization of prostitution is discussed. But the 

characterization of sex work and other forms of work presented 

here differs, quite a lot, from that presented by the great majority 

of our sex worker interlocutors. 

First, the power to give or withhold consent for access to 

one’s body is extremely important to our prostitute interlocutors. 

The majority of these women make a clear separation between 

prostitution and sexual violence and distinguish, with many details, 

the differences between the two. They point out how consent is not 

something simple, offered or denied only once. Rather they 

describe it is a complex process of constant (re)negotiation during 

the course of sex work. Sex workers describe boundaries beyond 

which they do not venture. If these are forced, they understand this 

as violation. This praxis is in stark contrast to the notion that 

prostitutes will accept everything the client wants, once the client 

pays: the good old stereotype of the prostitute who “sells her 

body”. We have not found any sex worker who would agree with 

the idea that what they sell is free access to their bodies, a kind of 

free pass for a sexual “anything goes”. In fact, many of our 

interlocutors qualify the notion that the prostitute “sells her body” 

as a “psychopathic” attitude: they feel that it is the attitude of the 

kind of person who intends to torture or kill women, and sex 

workers distinguish clients from this sort of person. 

More importantly, most of our interlocutors do not describe 

prostitution as the “last option before death”. Most describe it as 

                                                           

23
 Domestic labor also appears in a minority of these discourses as “undignified 

labor”.  
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unpleasant work which nevertheless demonstrates clear 

advantages over the other occupations available on their horizon 

of possibilities. It is significant that, almost without exception, these 

women demonstrate varied histories of engagement with other 

forms of work prior to their entry into sex work. The list of previous 

occupations revealed by our last field incursion includes: waitress, 

bakery attendant, housekeeper, nanny, elementary school teacher, 

cook, construction worker, security, weaver, manicurist, clerk, 

supermarket cashier, telemarketer, saleswoman in a mall, and 

hairdresser. But the most common occupation (which almost all of 

our interlocutors have gone through) is wife, with the woman 

being economically supported by a husband.
24

 

Noteworthy here is the quantity of these occupations – the 

large majority – that can be classified as service labor, reproductive 

labor, or even “women’s work”. In fact, the past occupations of our 

prostitute interlocutors paint a well-delineated picture of what U.S. 

feminists call the “pink collar ghetto”: marginalized and underpaid 

jobs that are historically done almost exclusively by women 

(Napikoski, 2017). More remarkable still is how many of these 

women have formally worked in proletarian occupations: only a 

minority has never worked with a formal contract, or in jobs that 

generated capital. However, this formalization and 

proletarianization has rarely translated into work situations that our 

interlocutors consider "dignified". A good example would be the 

experience of Luana, a 28-year-old black woman who was hired in 

the construction industry after three years of sex work in 

downtown Rio: 

 

They used me to seal tiles in the bathrooms of one of those 

new condominiums here in Downtown. I had a signed work 

card and everything. So I thought “Yeah! Here we go!”. 

And I stopped whoring. After six weeks, however, I still 

                                                           

24
 It is important to acknowledge that there are many reasons to sell sex and that 

each social class has its prostitutes. Here, we are principally talking about women 

who make prostitution their primary means of sustenance – workers, in other 

words.    
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hadn’t received my first paycheck. Worse, we worked 

without any protection and the chemicals we used caused 

open wounds on my arms and hands. I had to stay away 

from work for three days with a medical excuse, but when I 

got back, they fired me. They never paid me for the six 

weeks of work I did and they still have my work card. So I 

came back here [a brothel in the Center]. At least here I get 

paid. 

 

We rarely hear prostitution presented as the only work 

available to women in an economic picture marked by 

unemployment and total misery. In general, we have heard many 

more stories of women who have left other jobs to sell sex. 

Ironically, it was after the outbreak of the current economic crisis in 

2015 that we have seen a notable increase in the number of 

women seeking to leave prostitution for other forms of economic 

survival. In the words of one of our Carioca interlocutors, “A man 

who does not receive a salary does not usually go to a 

whorehouse”. 

But the most salient feature of these women’s work histories 

is their rotation through different economic positions in what can 

only be described as a 21st century version of Hufton’s “economy 

of makeshifts” (1974). The circulate constantly through the 

domestic sphere of (re)productive labor (as wives), low paid 

feminized work in the service sector, and sex work. These three 

positions are presented by the women as complementary and 

equally (un)avoidable, each having its own problematic 

characteristics and rewards. 

The story of one of our interlocutors – “Julia” (carioca, 

white, 24, residing in the Complexo do Alemão favela – who 

worked for a time as a sales clerk at Lojas Americanas (a local 

department store), exemplifies this circulation: 

 

I got married four years ago when I became pregnant [at 

the age of 17]. Except my ex- was very jealous and we 

fought all the time. It couldn’t work. So when my daughter 

was 3, I left him and started working here [in a brothel in 
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Downtown]. Two years ago, I applied for a position as a 

sales clerk at Lojas Americanas and I got it! I was so happy 

because it was a real job and I thought, “That’s okay. It’s a 

small salary, but I can grow in the company”. My mother 

[who knew that the woman worked in prostitution] was also 

happy, because this [prostitution] can make you money, but 

it has no future and is disgusting. Only the job didn’t work 

out. They said they needed to train me, but the job was no 

big deal [i.e. difficult]. It was months earning almost nothing 

because I was still in the training phase. And when it was 

over, the salary was still small. If I worked there for years, I 

could gain seniority and earn more, but my father died, my 

mother is retired ... If I do not earn money, I can’t raise my 

daughter. So I had to leave Lojas Americanas and come 

back here [to the brothel]. The work is what it is, but is it 

good to have a signed work card and starve to death? 

 

It is important to note that most of our interlocutors do not 

like sex work. Like Julia, they find prostitution unpleasant. But, as 

several of them have pointed out during our years of fieldwork, 

“Since when do you work because you like it?”. When we ask 

about the work histories of these women, we always ask them if 

they would leave prostitution to return to the jobs of their past. 

Almost without exception, the answer is “not likely unless I can 

earn far more than I earned”. 

The reason most quoted by our interlocutors for quitting 

prostitution is marriage, not work outside the sex trade. But 

marriage has its own problems, as the story of Julia stresses, 

usually associated with male domination (jealousy, domestic 

violence, controlling attitudes, etc.) and lack of money. The end of 

a marriage is also constantly cited by our interlocutors as a reason 

to (re)enter into prostitution. 

It is this patchwork economy of makeshifts, delimited by the 

positions of being a wife, being a poorly paid worker in the service 

economy, and being a prostitute (and the possibility of moving 

between these positions or combining them in various ways), 

which we can perhaps usefully label as women's work, in an etic 
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sense. Within this triangle, sex work rarely appears as “the last 

option”, at least in the words of our interlocutors. Rather, it is 

presented as a resource that allows women to leave an abusive 

relationship; which allows them to raise their children with a 

modicum of dignity; which generate the resources needed to build 

or purchase a home, or a business of their own. It is, above all, the 

space in which women “work for themselves”, raising capital for 

their own projects that would be unattainable through toil in the 

service sector. In this sense, it is also strongly contrasted by our 

interlocutors with domestic space, where the woman is chained to 

the needs of the family unit under male domination. 

In the words of our interlocutors, then, sex work does not 

appear as the worst of all possible worlds, much less as slavery or 

rape. Although often described as disagreeable, it is a position 

situated in opposition to the world of normal work, often 

dominated by arbitrary “bosses”, “madams”, and exploiters, and 

“the house, often dominated by violent male partners. Within this 

framework, ironically, sex work can appear as a space of relative 

freedom, even though it is recognized as ‘bad work’. For”, as one 

of our interlocutors explains, “I do nothing now that I didn’t do 

when I was married. Or do you think I had sex with my ex because 

I liked it? It was an obligation. But at least now I get paid for what I 

do”. Likewise, many of our interlocutors tell stories of how they 

were the targets of sexual assaults or harassment in normal jobs. 

(Blanchette & Silva, 2011). 

The picture painted by our informants is of a group of 

women surrounded by precariousness, violence, sexualization, and 

forms of domination that are capable of transforming the 

"undignified work" of selling sex into an option that compares 

favorably with the other opportunities that are present on their 

horizons of possibilities.
25

 Far from being the “last option”, sex 

                                                           

25
 It is important to point out, in this context that the “mercantilist” sexual 

exchanges made by women of the middle class or higher (and particularly if these 

are white) are generally not recognized as prostitution, being classified as “love 

affairs” even when significant quantities of goods and money are exchanged 

(Piscitelli,2004).  
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work can be experienced as an improvement over the normative 

conditions of the service labor market and sexual/affective 

economies embedded in marriage (Piscitelli, 2016). 

The reinforcing and overlapping nature of the positions in 

this patchwork economy of makeshifts, as well as its daily texture, 

tends to escape the understanding of a class of women whose 

horizons of possibilities include such professions as lawyer, 

university professor, journalist, designer, physician, and so on. It is 

important to note that we are not blaming anyone here with our 

analysis: we are merely reaffirming that the daily experiences and 

personal histories of these women hardly prepare them to 

“organically” understand lives lived in the precariousness of the 

patchwork economy of makeshifts. There is no one “Woman” 

position that is capable of creating some sort “sorority” by itself, 

without the addition of other axes of identity and power. 

An excellent example of class blindness among women was 

a scandal that broke out on the Brazilian internet in early July 2017 

when designer Patrícia Gomes Benfica (white, 44) posted an 

advertisement that offered housing in exchange for services as a 

babysitter. Using the feminist dictum "Together we are stronger" 

(Figure 1), the announcement caused a strong sense of revulsion 

among many internet users, many of whom called "exchange" as 

slavery. Benfica, however, did not understand the controversy. Her 

reaction offers an excellent X-ray of what we might usefully label as 

madam feminism: 

 

 

 

 

My big idea was to take in a single mother like me. I say 

that together we are stronger. We can join hands. We can 

share tasks, joys, sorrows and afflictions... Until last month, I 

had a person working from 8am to 1pm and for $ 700, but I 

was not happy with her work. She was too lazy to make 

lemonade and made it clear she did not like to work... 
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I have had many positive returns to my post and hope to 

make my choice soon. I’ve interviewed a lot of people, 

many single mothers have identified with the difficulty of 

raising a child alone and say that they have felt, in the flesh, 

the difficulty of not having a father present. In order to 

choose, I will look at their Facebook profiles, RGs, where 

they live, family contacts, criminal records -- anything that is 

asked when one does a job interview. 

 

...I do not understand labor law. I see people commenting 

on slave labor and it does not make sense... She will have 

the afternoon free, the weekend free. She can work and 

study at other times. It’s up to her. She will sleep in my son's 

room (Crescer Online, 2017). 

 



cadernos pagu (50), 2017:e175019            For Love or for Money? 

 

 

Benfica’s response promiscuously mixes discourses of 

sisterhood and class hierarchy, naturalizing work as a sort of 

mutual aid governed by a feminist ethic. On the one hand, she 

seeks a mother “single like me”, to “join efforts” and “divide tasks, 

joys, sorrows, and afflictions”. However, this person will take the 

place of a paid worker earning a minimum wage. They would 

have to go through an inquiry equal to “everything that is asked 

when doing a job interview”. The efforts of the (un)contracted 

woman would be judged as suitable or not, as if they were a hired 

Figure 1: Patrícia Gomes Benfica seeks a companion to take care of her son. 
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hand, although they would not be remunerated with any salary. 

Half of the “assistant’s” day would be under the command of 

Benfica, who imagines her “companion” sleeping in a room, along 

with both women’s children (O Povo, 2017). The designer qualifies 

Brazil’s labor laws, which criminalize unpaid work, as obsolete and 

says “There are people who need help but cannot be helped 

because we live in a dumb country. This needs to be changed” 

(Veja, 2017). Ironically, however, shortly before Benfica’s gaffe on 

the internet, eight Saudi princesses were prosecuted in Belgium for 

human trafficking for organizing a situation reminiscent of the 

designer’s offer (Desai, 2017). 

Absent in all of Benfica’s public discourse is any 

acknowledgment of the power imbalance inherent in the exchange 

she proposes. Although the designer understands that her situation 

and that of the “partner” would not be the same (after all, Benfica 

is offering “help” and intends to manage the activities of her 

“assistant”), at no point does she address the screamingly obvious 

problem: in Benfica’s hands would reside the power to make and 

break the relationship; to invite and to send away at will, without 

remuneration or even prior notice. The fact that her preferred 

partner would be a poor woman, a single mother, further 

enhances the possibilities for abuse in the relationship. After all, if 

the “companion” displeases Benfica, she would not only put her 

housing situation at risk, but also that of her child. Would a woman 

in this situation, without money and with nowhere to go, with a 

child on her lap, be able to refuse her “non-employer” anything? 

Several of our prostitute interlocutors have described 

situations similar to those proposed by Benfica as contributing to 

their entry into prostitution. Maria Clara, for example, retired after 

25 years working as a weaver in Minas Gerais. She came to Rio de 

Janeiro at age 45 to serve as an informal “companion” for an 

elderly lady, gaining house and food in exchange and sharing a 

room with her elderly charge. After six months, Marias Clara could 

no longer stand the situation, which she classified as “slavery”. She 

began going out nights to the famous Help Disco, the nerve center 

of sex tourism in Rio at the beginning of the XXI Century 
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(Blanchette and Silva, 2011). Today, she works as an independent 

prostitute in the streets of downtown Rio and, even at the age of 

55, earns three times the value of her retirement pension in the sex 

trade. According to her, this is “far more than I earned as a 

‘companion’, which was nothing”. 

Although she “knows nothing of labor law”, Benfica still 

qualifies Brazil as “dumb” for seeing her proposal as alarming. She 

implies that in other, less dumb countries, her ad would raise no 

eyebrows at all. She claims not to be afraid of any legal 

consequences for her ad, because “any investigation will only 

prove that I am a good person” (Oliveira, 2017). 

It is this last statement of Benfica’s that is the most fertile in 

the context of the present article, since it proposes that Benfica is 

protected by an a priori status, popularly known in Brazil as the 

“family girl” (moça de família). This is a woman whose position of 

color, class, and education puts her above any suspicion, even 

(perhaps particularly) when she proposes to violate the law. And 

this is exactly the same “good” position as Elizabeth Schussler-

Fiorenza’s Woman; McClintock’s  woman who generates prestige 

for a bourgeois husband; Avtah Brah’s unsisterly woman. This is, 

in the final analysis, the woman who is understood as respectable, 

a position well analyzed by U.S. black feminists such as Evelyn 

Brooks Higginbotham (1993) and Patricia Hill Collins (2000). She is 

the madam. 

Higginbotham and Collins employ respectability in the 

context of a black U.S. middle class that internalizes white and 

bourgeois values and seeks to “educate” other, less well-off blacks 

with these values so that they do “not shame the race”. The 

concept of respectability is extremely useful for thinking about 

relationships between women in general, however. This is 

particularly the case in a racist-but-mestiço Brazil, where whiteness 

is pathologically constructed, brutally defended, and strategically 

denied whenever necessary (Ramos, 1982; Silva, 2001). Among 

Brazilian women, respectability continues to be a strong divisor, 

operating around a racialized and sexualized femininity that is 

riddled with class markers. Being “good” or “family” – to be a 
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“madam” or a  “missy” (sinhá) – references performances of 

femininity understood as “white” or “civilized”, but which are not 

always encorporated by white bodies. This is the feminine “good” 

of the “good daughter of the sinhô”, incarnated in Brazilian 

national mythology in the figure of Princess Isabel, the Liberator. 

Later in Brazilian history, this same “good” would be associated 

with the sociobiological and eugenized “hygiene” of racial 

whitening theories (Lacerda, 1911). This is the “good” that aims to 

“educate” and “clean” the poor and black in the name of moral 

and economic assistance, but which in turn requires a clear 

recognition of a social hierarchy, established as ipso facto and 

unquestionable. Social violence among women in Brazil is often 

expressed in statements about who is "good" and who imagines 

herself as providing help to the “unfortunate” in the name of 

respectability. 

As we can see in Canário, the place where I started to think 

about this article, the notion of respectability permeates the 

sex/gender system. It affects even those women who are far from 

being madams, but who nonetheless manage to build a certain 

feminine respectability based on home, marriage, and “labor for 

love”. By calling Mariazinha a “poor thing”, D. Genuína and 

Nazaré implied that the black woman was a proper subject for care 

and social assistance. By leaving the domestic sphere to do men's 

work with men, Mariazinha situated as morally “suspicious” in the 

eyes of the communities other women, and thus as object of pity 

(publicly announced) and disrespectability (unannounced), 

ultimately being situated as a lower type of woman. The 

persistence of this system maintains women’s subalternity, where 

the majority of Brazilian women still cannot escape the three points 

of the patchwork economy of makeshifts that configures women's 

work. A relatively small proportion of women, professionalized but 

still under the pressures of marriage and childcare obligations, use 

the underpaid or unpaid labor or “help” of a majority of poor (and 

often non-white) women. This is one of the fundamental 

conditions in a capitalist and patriarchal society that allows the 

class of madams to organize their lives while exercising their 
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profession and engaging in creative projects. In this way, a strong 

hierarchy among women is (re)produced and power relations are 

(re)established among those who remain subalternized in the 

sex/gender system as women. In the words of sex worker activist 

Monique Prada, “The division of women between good and bad 

benefits the stability of the system”. 

 

The stigma of prostitution has nothing to do with what sex 

workers are or do: it represents a potent element of control 

for women who do not work in the sex industry. The model 

of selfless wife and mother requires a lot of sacrifice. 

Although it is said that woman is the queen of the home, we 

know that no, she is really a person at the service of 

everybody. It is such an unattractive model, with so little 

reward and recognition, that the only way to get women to 

adhere to it is to assure them that the other possibility is 

worse (Prada, 2015). 

7- Final considerations 

As we have seen above, in the course of the last century, 

various occupations formerly practiced primarily in the domestic 

sphere (invisibilized and often done in exchange for food and 

shelter or “out of love”), have become productive jobs that 

generate capital, often exercised outside the domestic space. Along 

with this transformation, the association of the “public woman” 

with “non-respectability” has diminished significantly. Nurses, 

cooks, teachers, and even day laborers have increasingly migrated 

to the category of “good women of respect”, as becoming 

"economically active" (to use the category employed by IBGE) is 

transformed into a new diacritical mark signifying female 

respectability. 

However, sex work (which was once so associated with the 

woman who worked away from home that “public woman” 

became synonymous with “prostitute” [Pereira, 2006]) did not 

follow the same path. Compared with the former reproductive 

occupations and despite the accusations of abolitionists like Sheila 
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Jeffreys (2008), “the business of the vagina” persists as relatively 

un-industrialized. In the vast majority of places in the West where 

sex is openly sold, women are not forced to work for a certain time 

in exchange for a fixed salary. Even in countries like the 

Netherlands and Australia, where prostitution is regulated, women 

do not trade production for capital: sex work – whether in a 

brothel, pornography or erotic dance – is still largely governed by 

the logic of piecework. 

As anthropologists Susan Dewey (2011) and Katherine Frank 

(2002) report in the context of U.S. strip clubs, women in these 

establishments tend to be defined as “independent entrepreneurs”. 

Sex workers from brothels in Nevada and the Amsterdam Red 

Light Zone report similar situations. The workspace – booths, 

booths, motel rooms, space on the catwalk in the strip club – is 

rented by the worker or client. Alternatively, the house takes a 

portion of the price of the program. In any case, the extraction of 

surplus value happens mainly through the control of these spaces. 

Such extraction is only economically viable because of laws that 

control, regulate, or even prohibit prostitution. Without the artificial 

limitation of this resource (moral zones where the sale of sexual 

services is tolerated and relatively safe), it is difficult to see how 

prostitution could generate capital. Either way, the pace of 

production in these spaces is usually under the control of the 

worker and, in many cases, the price negotiated as well. That is, 

the “industry” of sex seems to actively repel proletarianization, at 

least in its traditional sense, being much more intelligible as part of 

the growing “gig economy” that is exemplified today by services 

like Über. 

In fact, in most places, as in Brazil, the proletarianization of 

sex work is criminalized – that is when the sale and/or purchase of 

sex is not, under any conditions, illegal. Given the increasing 

proletarianization of reproductive labor in itself, and the growing 

confusion of the (re)productive spheres, a question arises: why is 

sex work in late capitalism as almost the only type of reproductive 

labor understood as an exploitative by nature? Why is there so 
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much resistance to the notion of recognition of the prostitute as a 

worker?

26

 

It would be easy to answer “for moral and historical 

reasons”, but this does not account for the fact that other forms of 

reproductive labor, equally feminized and unrecognized “for moral 

and historical reasons”, have been increasingly commodified in the 

last century and that this has happened in conjunction with 

growing female sexual freedom. Monique Prada has summarized 

the question very succinctly: “What ‘morality’ is this that preaches 

that I can freely screw anyone I want, as many times as I want, and 

as I want, but I cannot charge a penny?” Or, in the words of 

Swedish sex worker activist Pye Jakobsson, “What is the moral 

logic that says I am competent to fuck and competent to make 

money, but am I incompetent if I make money by fucking?”
27

 

First of all, it is important to note that the sale of sex has 

always been an issue that has divided the most active political 

voice of women, the feminist movement. In many cases, this has 

answered “the question of prostitution” in line with the respective 

social classes and colors of its members. A clear example of this 

can already be seen in the suffrage struggle of the early 20
th

 

century. As Angela Davis (1981) and Gail Beiderman (1995) have 

commented, this first wave of the American feminist movement 

was fatally enmeshed with the racist and eugenics movements that 

aimed at the female vote, imagined as racially and morally pure, 

as a bulwark in the defense of the “white family”. Less 

remembered, however, is the involvement of this incipient 

feminism with the movements of social purity that criminalized the 

consumption of alcoholic beverages and prostitution in the United 

                                                           

26
 It is worth remembering that in Brazil, domestic labor has also suffered 

resistance against it’s legal regulation and the few advances that have been made 

in this arena are now threatened to be reversed as Nadya Araujo Guimarães 

warns (2016). However, even in our national context, the contemplate of the 

regulamentation of domestic labor seems to be a task that is much easier than 

recognizing sex work as such. 

27
 Communications with the authors in 3.8.2017. 
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States. The revolutionary Emma Goldman, a contemporary, 

harshly criticized the petty-bourgeois moralism of the hegemonic 

suffragist movements of her day, which often used their newly won 

electoral power to exclude women considered “indecent”. 

Goldman recalled that in Idaho, one of the first American states to 

grant the vote to women, suffragettes “misrepresented their sisters 

on the street”, declaring all “suspect” women “unfit to vote. 

‘Suspect’, of course, not being interpreted as prostitution within 

marriage” (Goldman, 1911). 

Anthropologist Laura Augustín takes these observations 

further, demonstrating how the “rescue of the fallen woman” 

provided an initial path for the professionalization of “respectable” 

middle-class women: 

 

Before [the 19
th

 century) there was no class of people who 

viewed their mission to be “helping” working-class women 

who sold sex, but, during the “rise of the social”, the figure 

of the “prostitute” as pathetic victim came to dominate all 

other images. At the same time, demographic changes 

meant that many women needed and wanted to earn 

money and independence, yet no professions thought 

respectable were open to them. Simultaneous with the 

creation of the prostitute-victim, middle class women were 

identified as peculiarly capable of raising them up and 

showing the way to domesticity. These “helpers” 

constructed a new identity and occupational sphere for 

themselves, one considered worthy and even prestigious 

(Agustín, 2005). 

 

The identity of the emancipated, white, and middle-class 

woman was, in many cases, built not only in open opposition to 

the figure of the prostitute but also as a “raw material” for the 

construction of the new figure of the respectable public female 

caregiver. In these discourses, the prostitute was now presented as 

abject, sometimes threatening (particularly in the case of women 

understood as non-white), but always in need of a “good” woman 

as an intercessor. Obviously, large and important sections of the 
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feminist political field did not follow these lines of thought, but they 

were (and still are) typical of that part of feminism we can call 

“hegemonic” in Gramscian terms: the feminism that Goldman 

criticized as a producer of women who are "firm citizens of the 

state" and which Elizabeth Bernstein today describes as carceral 

feminism (Bernstein, 2010). 

In addition, it is necessary to note the continuity of the 

invisibilization and feminization of reproductive work and the 

articulation that this still maintains with the reproduction of the 

respectability of the idealized bourgeois home. As we pointed out 

above, the entry and permanence of middle-class women in the 

labor market as professionals has been subsidized by the 

increasing commodification of reproductive work, which continues 

to be remarkably feminized. However, as we have shown above 

and on another occasion (Blanchette, Silva and Camargo, 2014), 

sexual work is often a viable alternative for women who would 

otherwise have to commodify their labor in the “pink collar 

ghetto”, a fact emphasized by almost all our prostitute 

interlocutors. In other words, sex work competes for female labor 

with commodified reproductive labor, used to support bourgeois 

households and bourgeois careers. 

Perhaps this is the root of the persistent lack of imagination 

revealed in projects for “social recovery” that seek to 

“professionalize” prostitutes as workers in the weaving industry, as 

waitresses, hairdressers, manicures, and cooks, or as “micro-

entrepreneurs” (provided with loans from micro-credit programs) 

running hot dogs stands or as participants in knitting collectives.
28

 

Bourgeois common sense seems to understand that the "natural" 

place of these women, as workers, is in the lower and feminized 

layers of the economy, doing the jobs that most of our prostitutes 

have rejected in favor of sex work – jobs that this same bourgeoisie 

would not dream of for itself or its children. 

                                                           

28
 All projects we have encountered that seek to “integrate” sex workers into the 

“labor market”.  
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This common sense believes that prostitution is degradation, 

but feels absolutely comfortable taking advantage of the services 

provided by telemarketing clerks, supermarket cashiers and 

packers, day laborers, and outsourced cleaning workers – jobs that 

pay far less than sex work and often produce more exploitation 

and abuse than the so-called “sex industry”. Not surprisingly, then, 

the incomprehensibility of the bourgeois madam – feminist or not 

– when she is faced with poor (and often non-white) women who 

claim to prefer to sell sex than to wash madam’s panties, pack her 

shopping, do her nails, care for her children, and etc. (Blanchette & 

Silva, 2011). 

Another factor in this equation has to do with the nature of 

sex and the symbolisms that are still linked to this biological act in 

the sex/gender system. As Rubin cautions (1993), sex is extremely 

naturalized, although it is an act shaped by human social 

intervention. Symbolically, it continues to be primarily thought of 

in terms of reproduction, in its narrow sense. Despite the great 

advance of reproductive technologies in the last century, sexual 

intercourse continues to be the main means of generating new 

human beings and the wombs of women are still the sine qua non 

of this activity. Even with the improvement in birth control, the 

woman continues to be thought of, in the context of the sexual act, 

as a potential parent. The great problem of prostitution, in terms of 

the sex/gender system of capitalism, is not be that the sale of sex 

objectifies women (since, as we have commented elsewhere 

(Blanchette, Silva and Camargo, 2014), nothing threatens to objectify 

the human being more than proletarianized, mechanized, and 

poorly remunerated labor), but that it alienates the sex from 

reproduction, selling it as a product in its own right, without any 

reference to the family (from the patriarchal and conservative point 

of view) or to the pleasure of individual and to self-care (from the 

feminist, pro-sex, perspective [Gregori, 2013]). 

In short, sex that is not done “for love” or pleasure is 

symbolically forbidden to women. Broadly speaking, even after a 

century of feminist victories, sex for women remains firmly 

anchored in the reproductive sphere. The only culturally accepted 
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way for women to exchange sex for livelihood and income remains 

in the context of a heterosexual and monogamous relationship. 

Perhaps this is the main reason why sex work is, in short, the last 

of the traditional reproductive labors to be done out of love. 
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