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To whom 

does a woman’s body belong? 
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Classic example of the

double standard of sexual morality, 

which ruthlessly punished women 
who performed sex work

rather than the men who procured
their services.
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Prostitutes have 
the “habits of 

beasts

They need to be 
“redeemed 

from savagery 
to civilization”

Need the 
“humanizing 
influences” 
of punitive 
legislation

Lyon Playfair
(Liberal MP)
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“Carceral humanitarianism”:

- that is, a feminism that turns to 
policing and prison as the ‘solution’ 

to the ‘problem’ of sex work
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Josephine Butler: “The poor 
creature, cannot tell”
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Working-class, young women were 
‘dumb beasts’, 

ripe for ‘rescue’; 

middle-class, older women-
reformers had a voice
& were the humanity 

to which these working-class girls 
and women should aspire.
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Josephine Butler:

“Sentimentalist naturalists neglect 
to furnish her [dog] with any 

material in place of her own coat; 
and she, poor creature, cannot tell 
him ‘If I do not tear off my own fur, 
my offspring will perish’. She can 
only inarticulately fret and rage 

against the restraint put upon her, 
and her young do perish.” 
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The age at which a girl could legally 
consent to having sex 

was only 12 years.
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Select Committee 
of the House of Lords 

to Inquire into State of Law
Relating to Protection 

of Young Girls from Artifices 
to Induce Them 

to Lead Corrupt Life (1881)



+

“Sex Work”
Joanna Bourke, Gresham Professor of Rhetoric & Professor of History at Birkbeck

Follow me on twitter: @bourke_Joanna; @shme_bbk
and at shame.bbk.ac.uk

Se



+

“Sex Work”
Joanna Bourke, Gresham Professor of Rhetoric & Professor of History at Birkbeck

Follow me on twitter: @bourke_Joanna; @shme_bbk
and at shame.bbk.ac.uk

Girls drugged, 
raped, 

trafficked

“White slavery”

William Stead 

in 1885
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Victorian 
pornography

Titillate and 
evade the 

censor

Sensationalist 
journalism

Gothic fiction
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Lord Oranmore and Browne in the 
House of Lords (1884):

“He believed that there were very 
few of their Lordships who had not, 

when young men, been guilty of 
immorality. He hoped they would 

pause before passing a clause 
within the range of which their sons 

might come.”
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Criminal Law Amendment 
Act of 1885



+

“Sex Work”
Joanna Bourke, Gresham Professor of Rhetoric & Professor of History at Birkbeck

Follow me on twitter: @bourke_Joanna; @shme_bbk
and at shame.bbk.ac.uk

Judith Walkowitz:

“The 1885 Act drove a wedge 
between prostitutes and the poor 

working-class community. It 
effectively destroyed the brothel as 

a family industry and centre of a 
specific female subculture; further 

undermined the social and 
economic autonomy of prostitutes; 

and increasingly rendered them 
social outcasts.”
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Formulaic gothic,
sexualized plot
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Teresa Billington-Greig
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Carceral
and other punitive 

responses 
to prostitution
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Progressive feminists had 
forged alliances with 

political conservatives and 
moralists.
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“White slavery”
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The enlightened 
“West”

“White 
guardians” of 

Indian 
prostitutes

Indian women 
not agents in 

own lives

Imperialism 
masquerading 

as “rescue”
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Married and 
unmarried 
prostitution

Not only white 
women

The “merciless 
Moloch of 

capitalism that 
fattens on 

unpaid labour”

Eleanor Marx & 
Emma Goldman
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All forms of commercial 
sex 

were examples of 
patriarchal violence.

Questions of ‘consent’ to 
sex work were irrelevant. 
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“Governance 
Feminism”:

Politics moves 
“off the street and 

into the state”

women All sex work is 
sex trafficking

“Governance 
feminism”
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Erasure of 
socio-economic contexts, 

complex intersectional 
identities, 

& vastly different working 
conditions 
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An expansive carceral
state & militarized 

nationalism 
that polices borders, 

disproportionally harms 
people without cultural or 

financial capital. 
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“Good/bad”

“Deserving/undeserving”
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Easily 
distinguishable 
from “economic 

migrants”

Prepared to 
accept much 

lower paid work
Eager to help 

police

“Deserving of 
rescue”:

Coerced and 
abhorrent
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Carol Leigh, 
a member of COYOTE (or 

Call Off Your Old Tired 
Ethics):

“Sex work”
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Sex workers 
throughout the world 

have been active in forging 
communities where they 
can access medical and 

legal advice. And be 
proud.
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They insisted that they 
were political subjects 

with social rights.
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“We are grateful & 
thank you for your 

concern, 
but please don’t rescue 

us”.
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