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The sex worker centre: a 
new script of citizenship

Anaelle Thoreau

Liberal institutions often put sex workers in a box: 
whether as ‘the criminal’ sex offender, or the sex 
trafficked ‘victim’. In many countries, sex work and 
related practices remain illegal. In the UK, for example, 
‘soliciting’ in a public space or kerb crawling are 
considered crimes under the 2003 Sex Offences Act. 
Such tropes are fundamentally detrimental to the sex 
worker community’s empowerment and security, and 
oversimplify the experience of a deeply heterogenous 
group often without even listening to the voices of 
sex workers themselves. The ‘victim-criminal’ category 
particularly affects migrant sex workers and women 
sex workers of colour, both of whom are more likely to 
be deported, arrested and deemed ‘illegal’ by liberal 
institutions.

Sex worker centres: breaking the chains

Sex workers, however, have challenged the exclusionary 
narratives of liberal institutions through building their 
own networks and non-profit organisations. These 
constitute a strong opportunity to provide support by 
and for sex workers in sectors like healthcare, childcare, 
financial aid, and beyond. Sex work centres in particular 
enable sex workers to take control of their lives and 
challenge dominant ideologies.

Let’s take the example of St. James Infirmary in San 
Francisco (Majic, 2014), a non-profit organisation 
created by and for sex workers in 1999 that provides 
those in the industry with non-judgmental support. In 
this centre, sex workers are both givers and recipients 
of health care, which enables the provision of support 
tailored to the various needs of the community without 
falling prey to damaging stereotypes. As such, they 
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effectively call into question gendered and racialised views attributed 
to sex work, often also attached to conceptions of sex worker 
illegality. The sex worker centre thus becomes a space of contestation. 
Sex workers who may otherwise be ostracised from citizenship 
therefore find a space in which they can act as political agents. 
Using Isin’s terms in Claiming European Citizenship (2013), we can 
see the work centre as a site where the political act takes place, 
breaking with the status quo, as a meaningful space of resistance 
and democracy.

Sex workers writing their own citizen’s script

Through the creation of these centres, sex workers hence create their 
own democratic space in which they can participate freely, as well 
as reconceptualise and expand notions of citizenship. Within the 
work centre, rights may be articulated and practiced that are not yet 
available through existing liberal institutions. The sex worker centre 
therefore goes beyond what Isin defines as an act of citizenship. Sex 
workers only indirectly claim their right to have rights through the 
creation of a democratic space that provides them with such rights. 
It is a collective and sustainable site, a complex organisation which 
by its very nature challenges dominant ideologies and proposes an 
alternative to the status quo applicable to a range of different sex 
workers – there is no specific claim, merely the sex workers’ respect. 
Sex workers enact citizenship by contributing to an alternative 
understanding of democracy: they write their own script of citizenship.

An organisation like the St. James Infirmary therefore poses an 
alternative to the ‘victim-criminal’ ideology. It sheds light on the 
positive potential that such democratically organised centres can 
have on sex workers’ rights and lives, especially migrants or women of 
colour. As agents, sex workers can adapt themselves to the different 
needs of their group without outside restraints.
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Reconstructing our 
approach to migrant sex 
workers’ vulnerabilities

Romane Branthomme

Discussions of migrant sex workers are often centred 
around the issue of choice: did such individuals really 
choose to settle in another country to do sex work? Or 
were they driven into the sex industry by external forces, 
such as sex-trafficking or poverty? 

Here, I challenge the underlying assumptions of this 
dichotomy by turning to the work of French philosopher 
Jacques Rancière, who can help show how such 
approaches to migrant sex workers’ vulnerabilities risk 
undermining their agency. On the contrary, it is only by 
beginning from an initial recognition of agency that any 
such vulnerabilities can be properly addressed.

The police order

Rancière understands the “police order” as an 
overarching system that assigns people to roles and 
places, considering some more worthy and more 
capable of decisions than the others. Those deemed 
less capable he refers to as “the part who has no 
part”, because despite belonging to society as a whole, 
they are not recognised as capable of reason. When 
migrant sex workers are pictured as “trapped” within a 
larger system, within which they can neither make any 
decisions nor effect change, we unintentionally identify 
them as “the part who has no part”. Any policy based on 
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this assumption risks having counter-effects. 

For example, anti-trafficking laws in Europe generally 
assume that migrant sex workers have been coerced 
into the sex industry. Instead of protecting victims of 
sex-trafficking, such laws has resulted in the deportation 
of many migrant sex workers, despite the fact that 
most are not victims of trafficking. By implementing 
regulations based on the assumption that migrant 
sex workers are incapable of agency, we capture 
their narratives of vulnerability and instead position 
ourselves as those “who really speak”, condemning 
sex workers to instead be “those who have no logos 
[reason]” (Rancière; p.22). Rather than helping, this risks 
only further deepening their vulnerabilities.

Night centres: politics against the police order

Night centres, however, provide a potential solution 
to this, offering a chance for migrant sex workers 
to reclaim both their voice and control over 
narratives about vulnerability. To be successful, 
though, such centres need to be inherently political 
spaces, within which any exterior ‘police’ order is 
deconstructed. Concretely, they ought not to make 
initial presuppositions about a migrant sex worker’s 
vulnerabilities. 

In this, night centres might follow the example of St 
James Infirmary in San Francisco, which has built a 
sense of community and a space that allows individuals 
to determine what their vulnerabilities – if any – may 
consist of (Majic, 2014). Furthermore, such political 
spaces could help to shatter the positions attributed to 
each part of the wider ‘police’ order. Sex workers should 
no longer be only those that are healed, but healers 
as well. Not only those that are helped, but those that 
help others. Concretely, this can take the form of a 
“peer model” management where migrant sex workers 
participate in tackling their own vulnerabilities.

Rethinking our approach to ‘vulnerability’ and ‘choice’ 
in migrant sex work, by admitting that it is not because 
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someone is vulnerable that (s)he is deprived of agency, 
allows us to better understand vulnerabilities while 
fighting them at the same time.
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Re-thinking the work-
family nexus: expecting 
and parenting sex workers’ 
experiences and the 
demand for a night-worker 
centre

Camille Kummer-Buléon

We can imagine a businesswoman coming home, 
taking off her blazer and kneeling down to hug her 
child running towards her. In the act of changing her 
clothes, we can visualise her dropping injunctions of 
performance and duty under hierarchical pressure, 
opening her arms to an authentic, affectionate, and 
enjoyable interaction. This image embodies the work-
family nexus decried by Kathi Weeks (2009), according 
to which work is defined as the antithesis of the family: 
superficial, waged and hierarchical. Interestingly, this 
capacity to separate work life and family life is negated 
in sex workers, who can be seen as ‘disavowed figures of 
both work and family discourse’ (Weeks 2009). Working 
in a morally judged, criminalised industry – and 
perceived to be bad parents – expecting or parenting 
sex workers fall victim to capital and states defining 
‘acceptable’ sources of income or forms of family.

Sex worker mothers deeply care for their children 
(Castaneda et al, 1996) and often continue sex work 
during pregnancy despite the risks, pain and discomfort 
involved (du Plessis et al, 2019) to financially provide 
for them. This care leads workers to experience anxiety 
and guilt from exposing themselves and their children 
to potential sexual, physical, or emotional violence 
through the nature of their work, along with fear of 
becoming unable to fulfil their obligations as mothers 
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if incarcerated, hospitalised, or killed (Sloss & Harper, 
2004). Workers fear their children being apprehended 
by social services and are thus reluctant to place them 
in childcare, schools, or to use health services, which 
implies children have reduced access to socialisation, 
lower school attendance rates and higher dropout rates. 

Along with this fear of losing custody over their children, 
sex workers’ use of services is also negatively affected 
by the judgement and insensitivity of service providers. 
Children of sex workers’ pre- or postnatal exposure to 
drugs can be seen as a consequence of drug treatment 
services being difficult for their mothers to access, 
especially those working in the underground economy 
(Duff et al, 2015). One can thus see that workers are 
limited in the opportunities they give their children by 
structural and societal factors. As such, demands to 
improve sex workers’ experiences of work and family 
should be centred around giving people freedom 
to determine their intimate and social relationships, 
destigmatising individual choices relating to work and 
family life and promoting collective autonomy (Weeks 
2009). We can follow Weeks in suggesting that the best 
way to achieve this is to voice a demand: carrying both 
a concrete, useful policy proposal and the potential for 
critiquing perspectives.

This is where a night-worker centre comes in: access to 
a centre containing a drop-in clinic offering pre-natal 
and post-natal care for parents and children along 
with inclusive drug addiction treatment, mental health 
services including grief support for women suffering 
miscarriages, legal advice on how to gain back custody 
of children, a childcare centre with resting areas, a 
school and opportunities to pursue education, as well 
as child-safe subsidised housing, could form a central 
demand from sex workers. This demand carries an 
invitation for re-thinking the ideal of a family and the 
criminalisation and stigmatisation of sex work, through, 
for example, the conception of ‘intimate economies’ 
(Ham and Gheorghiu 2020), thus offering the possibility 
of ‘gaining detachment’ from capitalist commands and 
gaining collective autonomy.
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When technology 
exacerbates isolation: 
attempting to resolve 
the difficulties of social 
visibility as a night-time 
migrant delivery worker

Armel François

“Hungry? You’re in the right place”; just a few clicks, and 
you’ll have “your favourite restaurants and takeaways, 
delivered to your door” (UberEATS; Deliveroo). 
Ordering food has become a trivial aspect of our 
internet world. In fact, almost any commodity that we 
might wish to purchase has become subsumed within 
the great leviathan that is communicative capitalism. It 
seems increasingly impossible to escape technological 
interaction within the delivery supply chain that makes 
retail possible today (de Kervenoael et al., 2019).

In this piece, I try to locate a way of overcoming the 
difficult working conditions of night-time migrant 
delivery workers, by looking to Jodi Dean’s 2014 paper, 
‘Communicative Capitalism and the Class Struggle’, 
as a source for a framework to help make constructive 
sense of the idiosyncrasies that define this domain of 
work. There are two key themes offered by Dean that 
we can productively draw upon. Firstly, that, through 
the internet, information is communicated to users such 
that the frame of reference ultimately becomes the user 
themselves (ibid., p. 7). Secondly, that our interaction 
with the internet makes us lose our “critical outside”, our 
potential for solidarity with others (ibid., p. 4).

Whilst the internet mechanisms of delivery work are 
certainly more simplistic than the complex networks 
of social media focused on by Dean in her paper, the 
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process is the same: for the consumer, the information 
they are presented with reduces the delivery driver 
to an instrumental means for getting the food they 
ordered. For the delivery driver, the extent of their work 
is reduced to what a server-based, efficiency-maximising 
AI suggests they make as their next delivery. Both 
consumer and driver are isolated from knowing the 
worlds of one-another.

However, when drivers encounter difficulties with their 
working conditions, others need to be made aware of 
this, so that pressure for rectification can mount. It is 
here that in-person organisation becomes tantamount. 
Yet, the isolating nature of the e-delivery driver under 
normal circumstances often prevents them from 
personally knowing other drivers in their line of work. In 
previous situations, this has been resolved by socialising 
with other drivers in pubs, and other common meeting-
points (Chesta et al., p. 828). Furthermore, this allows 
for various strategies of collective action, such as 
organising protest marches, attracting public attention 
(ibid., p. 826). To further draw on Dean’s framing, this 
in-person, physical organisation promotes a symbolic 
identity, linking individuals to the group, expediting 
solidarity (Dean, p.9). This is strongly evidenced when 
non-delivery workers subsequently support protest 
movements, as well as increase their tips to drivers 
(Chesta et al., p. 830).

Unfortunately for night-time migrant workers, their 
external conditions are less convenient. This is where 
we can find use in Autonomy’s proposed worker night 
centres. Firstly, given the nocturnal nature of their jobs, 
these areas can serve as desperately-needed points 
of social gathering when most other alternatives are 
closed. This is likely all the more important for certain 
migrant workers where language barriers to collective 
action are more easily overcome with the potential 
for translators, or even in-person gesturing. However, 
perhaps of greatest convenience is that these places 
can serve as visible meeting points for protests during 
the night, where rest and refreshments can also be 
obtained.
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“The Precarious”: the 
spatial politics of night-
time migrant delivery 
drivers in London

Quido Haskovec

In recent times there has been a decisive paradigm 
shift in advanced capitalist countries toward sharing 
platform capitalism, creating a milieu of new gig-
based precarious jobs. Night-time migrant food 
delivery drivers for companies such as Deliveroo or 
UberEATS are the model examples of the issues that 
come with this mode of employment. Using Engin F. 
Isin’s framework of political acts, this blog explores how 
their particular circumstances lead to problems with 
spatial political organization, and its implication for 
Autonomy’s project of night worker centres.

The ‘precarity’ of people working in the food delivery 
business comes from the fact that their work contract 
specifies them as self-employed, leaving them without 
the classical protection of stable employment, and face 
a wider number of considerable risks. They are in a 
sense the perfect neo-liberal subjects; a self-contained 
economical unit, characterized by a temporality of 
flexibility and interchangeability. This condition is 
particularly emphasized for food delivery drivers in the 
spatial dimension, as the algorithm of the application 
tries, through their coordination, to “transform concrete 
lived space of the social into controlled space”. This 
in practice means that as their movement in space is 
controlled, the social relations of the drivers are in turn 
regulated, which can lead to atomization.

The framework of political activism developed by Isin 
can help us understand how this atomization of bodies 
in space can lead to problems in political organization. 
Isin posits a theory of “sites”, which are condensed 

https://www.thersa.org/reports/good-gigs-a-fairer-future-for-the-uks-gig-economy
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https://blogs.bmj.com/bmjsrh/2018/08/30/services-for-sex-workers-in-london/
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/Deliveroo%20%282560%29.pdf
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social relations in a particular setting that come about 
from an intense constellation of bodies. As these sites 
are thus charged with strategic value, they create a 
specific opportunity to apply political pressure, in what 
Isin terms as “political acts”. As the movement of the 
delivery drivers is completely organized by the needs of 
the capital, they can be viewed as completely alienated 
and isolated from each other. Their constant movement 
to the whistle of the ever-present algorithm makes it 
impossible to produce any sustained social relations, 
preventing the vital formation of sites. Without these, 
political organization and bargaining for collective 
rights seems quite difficult.

It has been argued by Jamie Woodcock, that this spatial 
control is not complete, as there are “densely acquired 
networks of familiarity”, which can lead to the creation 
of something akin to Isin’s sites. However, as these 
are based on the ability of workers to form layers of 
meeting points with other drivers, this possibility can 
potentially disappear during the night. Since nights in 
London are notoriously dangerous (some of the readers 
may recall for instance the stabbing of a Czech UCL 
student that occurred meters away from LSE Passfield 
Hall last year), delivery drivers are unlikely to acquire 
any such familiarity. Together with decreased visibility 
under conditions of darkness, nighttime conditions only 
further underline such atomization. For migrant workers, 
there are additional barriers, including language and 
the fear of deportation, if they are living in London 
undocumented. These two aspects together may further 
seriously undermine any hope of political organization.

The night worker centers envisioned by Autonomy 
might, however, serve to counteract this process 
of spatial atomization. Providing a safe space for 
condensation of social relations amongst the workers 
during the night could serve as a potent basis for a 
more robust political organization, leading hopefully to 
calls for better working conditions and eventually a way 

out of the precarity.

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/687553/The_characteristics_of_those_in_the_gig_economy.pdf
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https://prostitutescollective.net/submission-to-work-and-pensions-committee/#_edn10
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Panopticism, live-in carers 
and the kinning process

Johnny Neaverson

‘I feel like I’m looking after my mum and so it 
doesn’t feel like work.’ 

Elena, migrant care-worker (Baldassar, et al.: 
2017).

As Elena’s words show, caregivers and care-recipients 
can find themselves entangled in ties of affection 
that transcend typical client-employee relationships. 
This effect is known as ‘kinning’ and is particularly 
pronounced amongst care-workers who are paid 
to reside full-time in the home of their (usually 
elderly) employer. Despite their advantages – higher 
job-satisfaction, secure accommodation, greater 
companionship – these live-in arrangements come at a 
significant cost. In this piece, I analyse these problems 
through the lens of Foucauldian theory, before drawing 
out theory-inspired prescriptions for Autonomy’s night 
worker-centres.

When living with their employer, carers often report 
feeling as if they are constantly surveilled (Baldassar 
et al.: 2017). Such sentiments neatly map onto Michel 
Foucault’s account of the panopticon. Originally 
devised as a prison where inmates can neither see 
their fellow prisoners nor know when they are being 
observed, Foucault saw the panopticon as emblematic 
of power-relations in modern societies. The effect of 
such surveillance is to induce a ‘state of conscious and 
permanent visibility’ that leads its subjects to always 
behave as if they were being surveilled (Foucault 1979: 
201)..

Live-in caregivers, having no truly private space, are 
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compelled to act as if their employer’s gaze is always 
upon them. As they are expected to provide care 
at any hour of the day (with even the distinction 
between night-work and day-work disappearing), their 
surveillance has no temporal restriction. Moreover, as 
their work is contained to their employer’s home, they 
become invisible to their fellow carers, in a manner that 
further reinforces the disciplinary logic identified by 
Foucault. 

The kinning process also embodies Foucault’s 
articulation of the ‘micro-physics’ of power, whereby 
workers’ bodies are ‘invested’ with new capabilities of 
ever-increasing precision and specificity (ibid.: 183). 
This reflects how, as familial ties become increasingly 
instantiated, care-workers' physical care is expected to 
transform into a more holistic form of emotional labour 
(Baldassar et al.: 2017). When coupled with genuine ties 
of affection, this can induce care-workers to make ever 
larger sacrifices for their work. In turn, this can lead 
carers to see their own reproductive needs go unmet 
(or those of their family, as in the ‘care-drain’ effect). 

What prescriptions, then, does this application of 
Foucauldian theory generate for prospective worker-
centres?

The first is that the centres should be a space where 
care-workers feel free of surveillance. Тhis might be 
achieved through private rooms designated for quiet 
reflection and prayer, or by removing CCTV cameras 
inside the centres. They should also encourage 
socialising between care-workers, thereby cultivating 
a sense of solidarity that can reverse the atomising 
effects of the panopticon. 

Such a scheme would also help address the emotional 
burdens produced by the kinning process, as carers 
report loneliness to be a primary cause (and perhaps 
consequence) of their developing kin-like relations with 
their employer (ibid.: 530). More practically, the centres 
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could provide materials which make live-in caregivers 
aware of their rights both as workers and tenants. These 
prescriptions do not seek to eradicate ties between 
carer and recipient. They might, however, lend them 
perspective, by situating them in a broader network of 
intimacy and affection amongst carers.
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Reshaping perspectives: 
the male ethic of care

Shristi Ghosh

Care work has always been a traditionally feminised 
field of work, and with an ageing population and an 
ever-increasing demand for care workers, it is migrant 
workers who bear the brunt of this. Care work’s 
gendered nature means it is undervalued and often low-
paid, but it specifically has effects upon migrant men 
that need addressing if we are to ensure the health and 
wellbeing of those working in the care sector.

Due to the agency-based structure of the UK’s care 
system, migrants are often brought in to fill the 
care deficit, and with them they bring their specific 
ethic of care and values. Many migrants describe 
coming from cultures where care is seen as a familial 
responsibility, and this is reflected in the way they 
approach work. Migrant workers tend to have a quasi-
familial relationship with their clients that goes above 
and beyond what is required of them, in particular 
performing a lot of uncompensated emotional labour 
that draws on the cultural values they bring from home 
(Dyer et al., 2008).

However, it is here that we begin to see how the 
extremely gendered nature of the work can often affect 
them. Despite their dedication, many migrants report 
gendered and racial discrimination in the workplace, 
with effectively segregated workplaces in which their 
concerns are routinely dismissed (McGregor, 2007). 
The feminised nature of care work has always been 
reflected in how it is valued by society, and in this case 
the migrants, as the perceived ‘familial’ nature actually 
just means it is systematically overlooked in terms of 
value (Datta et al., 2010). While many express pride in 
their work, migrant men in particular feel alienated by 
the gendered nature of their work, which often places 
them at the bottom of a perceived hierarchy in both 
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the workplace and society, with working conditions and 
hours to match.

While we could stop here, and attempt to address 
the mental health of these workers, it is important to 
go further and address the nature of their work as 
a whole. Kathi Weeks (2009) argues for the need to 
not only fight for better working conditions, but also 
for the need to ‘reshape perspectives’, and we ought 
to apply this process to the care sector. While there 
is value in migrants taking pride in their work, it can 
be argued that this can mean that inherent structural 
problems in the sector often go largely unchallenged, 
and even with better working conditions new issues 
would likely emerge. Helping migrant workers, and 
particularly male carers, means helping them to develop 
the ‘transnational cultural values’ that researchers 
Hussein and Christensen (2017) have often located, 
but also spreading this perspective beyond themselves, 
eventually helping them to address both their own 
social reproduction needs and the cultural perception of 
their work.

Thus, night worker centres should address the mental 
health of migrants through counselling, developing 
perspectives that allow them to manage adversarial 
conditions at work. However, they should also allow for 
discussion spaces where workers can come together not 
only to organise for better working conditions, but to 
help others reshape their perspectives and thus begin 
challenging how their work is valued in society.
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