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Foreword

Over the course of the past five years, the Feminist Futures Programme has
explored a number of different themes and ideas. These range from the feminist
case for a universal basic income, to the cultural politics of media framings of
work, to the role of historical labour struggles in imagining better futures. There
has been one key throughline, however, that has been present from the beginning:
a reflective attitude to the question, ‘what is work?’ Work is a political category
rather than an ontological one, after all, and the activities we decide to exclude
from or include within it are not neutral expressions of an economic reality, but a
reflection of our historical moment, social contexts, and political values.

The FFP has sought to be maximally inclusive in its approach, particularly
welcoming perspectives that concentrate on work and workers that might get
overlooked in other policy spaces. While I could have chosen many wonderful
contributions to showcase here, then, I have selected texts that capture something
of this inclusive attitude. They speak to sex work, care work, and gig work, teasing
out some of the gender political implications of the treatment of this work in
relation to changing labour markets and digital technologies. The need to think
about these issues in concert is only becoming more pressing — and the need to
advocate and agitate for feminist futures, evermore vital.

Helen Hester

I’'m incredibly proud of the Programme’s output so far — in particular the range of
pieces we’ve published and the huge list of researchers involved across the past
five years.

I wanted to select from this breadth for inclusion in this collection, sampling our
work on infrastructures for night time workers, a piece of cultural criticism and a
historical investigation into women'’s liberation archive materials. Taken as a whole,
FFP is by now fast becoming its own repository of feminist knowledge, reflection
and proposal — certainly one of Autonomy’s most consistent and regular streams of
work —which I hope continues to attract writers, theorists and campaigners in the
years ahead. Congratulations to all of our collaborators so far and a special thank
you to Helen for her curation and to Jack Kellam for his oustanding editorial work
across the years.

Will Stronge
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The platformisation of sex work:
affordances, challenges, precarities

L Mainstreaming the Sex Industry

At the onset of the Covid—19 pandemic, adult camming and digital patronage
platforms reported record highs in the rate of new model sign—ups, largely spurred
by the crisis of mass (formal) unemployment. CamSoda reported a 37% increase
in new model sign—ups; ManyVids reported a 69% increase; Patreons reported
50,000 new creators; and OnlyFans reported a 75% increase in early April 2020.
In particular, the sudden growth in the popularity of OnlyFans generated a great
deal of media attention and cultural intrigue as stories circulated online about
creators making thousands of dollars in their first week. During the initial months
of the lockdown, OnlyFans was variously referred to as ushering in “the future

of porn”, as a tool of economic empowerment, and as a significant step toward
destigmatising sex work.

The recent wave of discourse related to the ascendancy of OnlyFans—enthusiasm
and pearl clutching alike—is a continuation of a process of the sex industry’s
“mainstreaming” that has been underway since at least the 1970s and the “golden
age of porn”. Following the advent of the internet, a great deal of ink was spilled

on the topic of how pornography has grown increasingly visible and influential in
mainstream and popular culture, with polarised views regarding the socio—cultural
impacts of these developments.

In their influential study, Barbara Brents and Teela Sanders defined the sex
industry’s mainstreaming in terms of an expansion in the size of the industry
across the globe, its spread into businesses that do not directly supply sex, as well
as anincrease in its role in fuelling internet commerce in general. In the decade
since Brents and Sanders’s study, the mainstreaming process has only intensified
as the “platformisation” of sex work and the proliferation of “netporn” has
transformed traditional forms of commercial sex and pornography in terms of both
work organisation and the conditions in which workers perform their affective and
relational labour.



https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/10/style/camsoda-onlyfans-streaming-sex-coronavirus.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/10/style/camsoda-onlyfans-streaming-sex-coronavirus.html
https://news.patreon.com/articles/covid-19-and-the-creative-economy-takeaways-from-patreon-s-data-science-team
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/10/style/camsoda-onlyfans-streaming-sex-coronavirus.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/02/09/style/onlyfans-porn-stars.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1973/01/21/archives/pornochic-hardcore-grows-fashionableand-very-profitable.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1973/01/21/archives/pornochic-hardcore-grows-fashionableand-very-profitable.html
https://books.google.com/books/about/Female_Chauvinist_Pigs.html?id=AiQpAAAAYAAJ
https://www.routledge.com/Striptease-Culture-Sex-Media-and-the-Democratisation-of-Desire/McNair/p/book/9780415237345
https://www.routledge.com/Striptease-Culture-Sex-Media-and-the-Democratisation-of-Desire/McNair/p/book/9780415237345
https://www.jstor.org/stable/25622007
https://pure.uva.nl/ws/files/43149747/Poell_Nieborg_Van_Dijck_Platformisation_2019_.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1461444810362853
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L Platformisation

Sex work’s platformisation describes the economic and cultural ascendancy of
digital platforms within the sex industry. While there are many different types of
digital platforms that now dominate the industry—including subscription content
or digital patronage platforms (e.g., OnlyFans, FanCentro, ManyVids), “tube
sites” or video aggregator platforms (e.g., PornHub, xHamster, XVideos), adult
camming platforms (e.g., Chaturbate, CamSoda), and adult service websites (e.g.,
AdultWork)—they all share certain characteristics that define digital platforms
more broadly.

Thomas Poell et al. define platforms as “(re—)programmable digital infrastructures
that facilitate and shape personalised interactions among end-users and
complementors, organised through the systematic collection, algorithmic
processing, monetisation, and circulation of data.” At the same time that
platformisation is a technological, economic and political process which affects
“the production, distribution, and circulation” of data and content, it is also a
socio—cultural process, whereby culture is shaped by platforms and vice versa.

Although the economic dominance of digital platforms has impacted disparate
forms of work in all sectors, it has been most acutely felt in the media and cultural
industries, of which commercial sex is increasingly a part. Platforms such as
OnlyFans have made especially visible the ways in which online sex work has
become part of the broader influencer and content creation industry. Sex work’s
platformisation thus entails the emergence of an entire ecosystem of platforms
that work in tandem with mainstream social media. For instance, in the last 20
years the porn industry has been severely undercut by piracy and amateur content
on tube sites. As aresult, it is no longer viable for porn workers to earn a living
through filmed porn scenes alone. Instead, porn workers sustain themselves

by making use of diverse income streams online, using filmed porn scenes as
“marketing tools”. As Zoé Glatt asserts of influencers and content creators more
broadly, diversifying one’s labour and income stream across many platforms helps
“to mitigate risk in a rapidly changing and unstable [industry]”. While the porn
industry is more decentralised in certain respects, mainstream social media still
function as central nodes within this network and major platforms like PornHub
still dominate the market.

L, Affordances and challenges

Sex work’s platformisation had yielded mixed results for the workers themselves.
At its best, platform sex work may be experienced as well-paid, creatively
fulfilling, and socially rewarding. But like most other work, it is generally
characterised by a combination of costs and benefits. Similar to workers in most
“straight jobs”, many platform sex workers are driven into their line of work out
of economic necessity. As is also the case with other forms of gig and freelance
work, platform sex work affords workers a certain degree of agency over their
schedule, place of work, and creative output. This kind of spatial and temporal
flexibility is often essential for workers with disabilities or for those with caretaker
responsibilities. Moreover, many find sex work preferable to other forms of work
due to the simple fact that it pays substantially better—it is, after all, one of the



https://pure.uva.nl/ws/files/43149747/Poell_Nieborg_Van_Dijck_Platformisation_2019_.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1461444818769694?journalCode=nmsa
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1461444818769694?journalCode=nmsa
https://www.gwynesmith.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/OnlyFans-as-Gig-Economy_AAM_Aug2022.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/23268743.2016.1184478
https://ijoc.org/index.php/ijoc/article/view/15761
https://uncpress.org/book/9781469661926/porn-work/
https://uncpress.org/book/9781469661926/porn-work/
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few industries where women are paid better than men. Though platforms will
typically take anywhere from 20-30% cut of workers’ earnings, this rate tends to
be significantly lower than most brothels. For instance, brothels in the US state
of Nevada typically take 50% of workers’ income (although some workers have
found this higher rate to be a preferable trade—off for all the administrative and
marketing responsibilities required of individual platform workers).

The affordances and challenges of platform sex work are distributed in

highly uneven and inequitable ways, where the experiences of workers differ
considerably depending on their race, nationality, class, gender, and sexuality.
For instance, Angela Jones’s study of webcam modelling found that although
there is evidence of a pluralised market catering to a diverse range of bodies and
tastes, racialised bodies in the female—for-male market
consistently earned lower “cam scores” and thus lower
wages. Class is also a significant factor in determining

the overall success of an online sex worker, epitomised

in the controversy surrounding the celebrity Bella Thorne

The affordances and
challenges of platform

sex work are distributed as she allegedly earned over £1.5 million in her first week
in highly uneven and on OnlyFans. Thorne’s disproportionately high earnings
inequitable ways, where on OnlyFans demonstrate the extent to which creators

with greater start—up capital—including a combination of

the experiences of workers economic capital, social capital, and cultural capital—will

differ considerably achieve greater success on the platform.

depending on their race,

nationality, class, gender, Further compounding the asymmetry in the experience of
and sexuality. platform sex workers is the fact that social media accounts

deemed to be soliciting sexual services are liable to be
deplatformed or shadowbanned at any time without warning

or explanation. The effects of this are especially devastating
for content creators who rely on mainstream social media to build a following and
direct traffic toward their exclusive paywalled content and services. Meanwhile,
the sexualised content shared by celebrities on social media is rarely subjected to
such censorship tactics.

L Algorithmic bias, algorithmic precarity

Among the greatest challenges faced by platform workers is the precarity and
discrimination brought about by algorithmic governance—perhaps the most
significant feature of platformisation and the main differentiator between more
“traditional” forms of sex work and platform—mediated sex work. As algorithmic
curation determines the visibility of content on platforms, it also supplants more
traditional production and consumption processes.

Given that the primary objective of all platforms is to increase user engagement,

it is therefore in the interest of platforms to use algorithms that prioritise and
promote content that will reliably achieve this outcome. Algorithms are trained

to recommend content to users predicated on pre—existing metrics for consumer
preferences and socio—culturally embedded norms, values, and biases. Platforms
like PornHub, for instance, have been shown to distribute and recommend content
that reinforces heteronormative configurations of sexual desire, sexuality, and
gender identity. Similarly, the adult camming platform Chaturbate and escort



https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/179396/3/Barbagallo%20and%20Hardy-Hustling%20the%20platform.pdf
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/179396/3/Barbagallo%20and%20Hardy-Hustling%20the%20platform.pdf
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directory platform AdultWork use algorithmic ranking to determine which cam
models and escorts feature on their homepages. Even though these algorithmic
processes are opaque, the profiles that these platforms consistently feature on
their homepage are overwhelmingly white, slender, youthful, and able—bodied. If
workers cannot compete within these mainstream markets, then they might be
compelled to invest in surgeries or other body modifications. Otherwise, they will
pursue a market niche corresponding to their aesthetic and physical abilities.

This inadvertent reification of racist heteropatriarchal biases are, of course,
not unique to platform sex work, but a feature of algorithms and the influencer
industry more broadly. Furthermore, while inequalities pertaining to race, class,
and various other physical and embodied characteristics have long been an
unfortunate reality of work in the sex industry, studies
suggest that various forms of discrimination are being
amplified as algorithmic biases are built into the very
As platiorms have lowered  architecture of platforms.
the barriers to entry and
mitigated certain risks As platforms have lowered the barriers to entry and
associated with doing mitigated certain risks associated with doing sex work,
« th ket for the market for platform sex work has become bloated
SEXWOTK, The Marketio and highly competitive, resulting in the adverse effects of

platform sex work has normalising riskier practices and driving down the price of
become bloated and highly  content and services. In addition to the visual comparability
competitive, resulting and visible oversupply of sex workers on platforms,

in the adverse effects of algorithms also play a significant role in heighteniqg
o oo . competition between workers. On Chaturbate, for instance,
ﬂorma_{ls_mg riskier pract_\ces the opaque algorithmic ranking process generates a form
and driving down the priceé  of “manufactured uncertainty” that fuels competition and
of content and services. innovation amongst models. The secrecy and apparent
arbitrariness of these ranking algorithms combined with
the fact that they are regularly altered without notice or
explanation creates highly volatile and precarious working
conditions for content creators and models who depend on their visibility and
searchability on these platforms. To use another example, sex workers’ visibility
on AdultWork directly corresponds to the frequency with which they upload new
content, driving workers to produce more content more often.

L The fight continues for Sex Workers’ rights

Despite the fact that platformisation has further contributed to the mainstreaming
and growing visibility of sex work, this has not necessarily been met with a
reduction in stigmatisation and criminalisation, and in fact may be contributing to
greater legal and cultural hostility against the sex industry. Even as there has been
a notable shift in the social classes historically associated with the sex industry,
thereby contributing to a perceived respectability and even fashionability for
forms of sex work and porn work, this has also been met by a popular backlash,
perhaps best captured by the 2018 FOSTA-SESTA bill in the United States and the
impending Online Safety Bill in the United Kingdom. Influenced by the FOSTA-
SESTA bill, the UK’s Online Safety Bill includes proposed legislation that would
hold online platforms liable for “inciting or controlling prostitution for gain”. With
the passing of this bill, digital platforms will be incentivised to censor content and
ban users they perceive as soliciting or promoting commercial sex.


https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/17530350.2018.1446183
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The policy changes enacted under FOSTA-SESTA have accomplished very little

in the way of mitigating online sex trafficking and have instead overwhelmingly
compromised the safety, working conditions, and wages of sex and porn workers
who rely upon social media not only for marketing purposes but in order to screen
clients, circulate resources, and organise their labour.

Further compounding the difficulties of criminalisation, censorship, and stigma

is the fact that sex workers continue to be excluded from the mainstream labour
movement. This is especially surprising given the fact that all industries are being
transformed by the ascendency of platform capitalism, where the gig economy
and the culture industries in particular resemble the conditions of precarity

that sex workers have long laboured under. Historically, the online sex industry
has been particularly adept at navigating the changing media landscape, often
initiating the widespread adoption of various technological and cultural shifts. As
platformisation continues to transform work across all sectors and class strata,
increasingly driving workforce casualization, it is incumbent upon trade unions to
extend their membership to sex workers as well as other informal workers, and
for union members to commit themselves to the fight for decriminalisation and
destigmatization. No doubt there is a great deal that the labour movement can
learn from the struggles and organising efforts of sex workers, both online and
offline.
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Trust, intimacy and the gig
economy

Have you ever considered the role of intimacy in the gig economy? The term can
be used to refer to a wide range of things, like physical proximity or accessing the
private space of others. These are all significant — but in this post, I want to focus
instead on the intimacy created between gig workers, platforms and consumers
through the sharing of personal information.

As such, exploring ‘intimacy’ doesn’t requires us to venture into any particularly
murky corners of the online economy. In fact, we only have to look at how
‘vetting’ workers through an assessment of their digital identity — from work
history and personal social media profiles, to (increasingly since the pandemic)
health information — has become an established dynamic within gig work. While
we might think that such information sharing cuts both ways — workers may

also receive information about potential customers, after all — in reality, power
dynamics are often loaded heavily in favour of customers. Workers face far greater
consequences, for instance, if they engage with clients too infrequently. Intimacy
in the gig economy can therefore work to generate and amplify inequality, often
along gendered lines.

L Intimacy as trust

The academic Naomi Schoenbaum has explored how we can approach intimacy

in terms of trust. Although her work is focused on the ‘sharing economy’, we can
also see ‘trust’ playing a similar role in the gig economy, when both customers and
workers attempt to reduce risks surrounding in—person interactions by sharing
biographical data such as profiles and visible rating systems. Although these data
exchanges can mitigate some of the risks and anxieties associated with the gig
economy, they cannot negate them entirely. Every interaction hence relies on some
form of ‘trust’.

Unlike the mainstream economy, however, in gig work this ‘trust’ exists between
workers and customers — rather than customers and companies — which effectively
shifts responsibility from platforms to users. In some ways, this change is largely
perceptual, with users (both workers and customers) only interacting with each
other on the platform, rather than any further intermediary.

But the shift does have real legal implications. These have recently made
headlines, particularly regarding legal challenges to the classification of workers
as ‘self-employed’ independent contractors, which removes many legal and social
responsibilities from the platform. Under this system, responsibility for generating
trust gets placed directly on the customer. For instance, certain childcare platforms

14
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have stated that customers need to ensure themselves that workers they hire
are safe, even if this entails running criminal record checks or conducting online
searches on individuals because the platform has failed to verify such information.

Some jobs, such as care work, also benefit from the construction of long—-term
relationships which can lead to a better understanding of recipient’s needs.
Platforms, however, often advertise care work exactly as they do other on—-demand
services — ready to be hired in an instant. Presenting care services like this implies
that carers are fungible, making it hard for carers and customers to form the long—
term connections and understanding necessary for high quality care. Platforms
also often encourage workers to add work experience and personal data to their
profile to make them more appealing to potential customers. While this can bring
a human touch to the transaction, the gig economy’s ‘quantity over quality’ task—
focused model works against this by preventing real relationships from forming
over an extended period of time. So, whilst workers may be strongly encouraged to
share personal details, this often creates little more than a false sense of intimacy
focused on the short rather than the long term.

L Engendering bias

While sharing personal data on gig platforms may sometimes help customers
make better-informed choices, unfortunately, it also introduces the possibility for
gender bias to develop. Schoenbaum argues that, to feel comfortable, workers and
customers may seek out people of a particular gender, especially in jobs involving
physical contact, such as care and beauty services, or when interactions occur in a
shared space, such as ride—hailing services. People may draw on heteronormative
conventions, for instance, to banish the spectre of sexuality. This is particularly
true when the work involves physical contact, such as massage, where clients may
be navigating homophobic reflexes or avoiding anxieties about sexual threats by
choosing a worker with a particular gender.

Conversely, rather than dampening down potential sexual tension or perceived
threats, gender preferences can also be exploited by platforms to promote their
services by injecting sexuality into transactions. Take, for example, the case of a
now-axed Uber promotion in France, which advertised car rides with “hot chick”
drivers. We need, however, to be attentive to a wider range of gender preference
issues than those largely raised by Schoenbaum, who leans heavily on cis—
heteronormative assumptions, threatening to leave trans and queer identities
invisible within the gig economy.

The intimate nature of the gig economy allows users to exert more choice in their
interactions. We already know, as I suggested in my previous blog, that gender bias
and segregation is prevalent in the gig economy. What I've tried to suggest here,
however, is that these inequalities do not occur accidentally: they are, to an extent,
the result of considered preference. Being able to choose who to employ and
engage with might help mitigate some safety issues, but this presumption often
rests on cis—heteronormative ideas about sexualities and threat, circumventing an
alternative understanding of safety as a responsibility shared by the platform, and
not just the responsibility of users.
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We shouldn’t see intimacy as an inherently negative characteristic of gig work. In
many ways, such as through the sharing of place, the gig economy is inevitably
intimate — and when intimacy creates trust between users, it can definitely lead to
the provision of much better services. In specific sectors though — like care work
— services would often benefit more from workers being able to form long—term
relationships with customers to provide more personalised, quality care than the
connections generated by platforms can provide. Most importantly, however, we
can’t continue to allow intimacy in the gig economy to be used by platforms as

a way of sidestepping their responsibilities by passing them directly onto their
users. Promoting trust between users might mitigate perceived risks, but sharing
personal information can just as easily exacerbate inequality within the gig
economy.
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The future of care: Helen Hester in
conversation with Emma Dowling

What is the future of a caring economy in crisis? In what ways are the boundaries
of paid and unpaid care work shifting? How can relations of affinity and mutual
aid generated by the pandemic be maintained as solidarity? How can we envisage
forms of care beyond the heteronormative family? Are new technologies set to
transform social reproduction?

Shortly after the publication of her recent work, The Care Crisis: What Caused
It and How Can We End It? (Verso Books, 2021), Emma Dowling spoke to Helen
Hester in a wide—-ranging and engaging discussion of the book’s themes.

Helen Hester: You dedicate a chapter of this book to what you call the ‘self-care
fix’ — an approach to individual wellbeing which has two sides: ‘First of all: take
care of you, because you are your own most valuable asset — a form of human
capital that will yield high economic returns if you look after it. Second: take care of
you, because nobody else will.’ You describe this expectation that people nurture
themselves through things like clean eating, exercise, and sleep hygiene as the
‘unpaid labour of self-care’. I wondered if you could elaborate on this. How might
self-care be considered a form of labour?

Emma Dowling: The unpaid labour of self-care is a response to the care crisis,
it’s a technique of crisis management. The last years have seen arise in a new
imperative to ‘take care’ of ourselves. Against the backdrop of welfare state
retrenchment and labour market deregulation, we are each our own best assets

— assets that we need to invest in. This becomes quite existential when we
consider how this assetisation of our selves is not only a result of the ways in
which financialisation remakes economy and society in its image, but that those
of us who merely have our labour power to sell don’t have much else to rely on
other than our ability to work for an income. There is a fear that underlies this
condition: what might happen to us if we can no longer work? At the same time,
the contemporary capitalist economy demands of us our psychic investment in
growth, not just abstractly in relation to the economy as a whole, but with regard to
our own selves, couched in personal development. The flipside of this is of course
is inadequacy — we are never never enough as we are.

I was concerned about the ways in which the new imperative for self-care is
undergirded by anxiety, as well as being shaped by consumer markets for lifestyles
and products. Phenomena like clean eating, clean cosmetics, clean sleeping and so
forth that I discuss in the book are forms of work on the self. In fact, we should be
more precise, they are forms of work on the body and its functions. There is here

a busyness with the self that is very inward—focused — even as someone might
check in with others on social media and perform their busyness, at the same time
clocking in with the many companies who sell services and products developed
that are in turn optimised through the information provided.
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In short, the unpaid labour of self-care is a twofold idea of self-care that we
orientate towards the reproduction of our labour power for capitalist valorisation
at the same time as we also consume products and services that help us to do so.
This is a process that feeds off fears and anxieties.

Helen Hester: So, you view this as one way in which the particularly affluent try to
manage anxieties about a generalised crisis of care. It builds up an illusion that if
one does enough work on oneself, one may never have to deal with the systemic
effects of the care crisis. One can stave off death, stave off vulnerability, stave off
illness, as long as one does the right things to and with one’s body and mind. And
at the same time, there is the suggestion that anybody who finds themselves in
crisis does so because they haven’t followed the guidelines of self-management.
There is this busyness with the self that diverts attention away from structural
conditions and implies that any need for care from others stems in some way from
a personal failure to take care of oneself, maintain one’s productivity, and generally
be a good and healthy citizen. Personal agency and individualised blame go hand in
hand in hand.

You use crisis as a framework for the book. The term crisis suggests something
exceptional — a situation coming to a head or reaching a peak. The word itself was
originally most commonly used in English to describe the crisis of a disease — the
turning point, after which the sufferer would either recover or die. Certainly it feels
like the circumstances around care in this country are reaching a kind of decisive
point — that things really can’t go on like this for much longer. And yet at the same
time, I recall Nancy Fraser’s words in her essay ‘Contradictions of Capital and
Care’, in which she argues that the present strains on care “have deep systemic
roots in the structure of our social order”. Her argument is that “the present

crisis of social reproduction indicates something rotten not only in capitalism’s
current, financialised form but in capitalist society per se.” So, the situation we
find ourself in is simply the current, distinctive expression of a tendency that is in
fact inherent to capitalism itself. To quote Fraser, “My claim is that every form of
capitalist society harbours a deep—seated social-reproductive ‘crisis tendency’ or
contradiction: on the one hand, social reproduction is a condition of possibility for
sustained capital accumulation; on the other, capitalism’s orientation to unlimited
accumulation tends to destabilize the very processes of social reproduction on
which it relies. This social-reproductive contradiction of capitalism lies at the root
of the so—called crisis of care.”

You use the term crisis quite carefully and advisedly in the book — you write early
on that “to speak of crisis is to ask the question, a crisis for whom?”, and a little
later you quote Kathi Weeks making a similar point to Fraser’s — namely, that

“The competing requirements of creating surplus value and sustaining the lives
and socialities upon which it depends form a political fault line through capitalist
political economies.” So, we’re talking about a crisis tendency within capitalism,
about a state of permanent crisis — a patient that neither dies nor recovers but is
forever stalled at that turning point. I'm interested in your thoughts about the ways
in which the current situation lends itself to a crisis framework — but also, about
how the framing of crisis itself can act as a kind of political tool. Why “the care
crisis”? What do you see as the possibilities and the limitations involved in thinking
about our current moment in these terms?
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Emma Dowling: The relationship between capitalism and social reproduction is
crisis—prone, yet there have also been moments in the history of capitalism where
the particular regime of social reproduction (the arrangements through which
care and social reproduction take place) has been more stable than at others

and has then can come into crisis and changed. Paradigmatic for the feminist
analysis of social reproduction was the relatively stable post—war period of
Fordism—Keynesianism with its male breadwinner model stabilised at the expense
of the unpaid domestic and care work of women in the home (as well as colonial
exploitation). Since the 1970s the crisis of care has been growing. There has been
arise in female labour market participation without a fundamental transformation
of the sexual division of labour, while at the same time globalisation and
financialisation have undermined the reproductive deal of Fordism—Keynesianism
with regard to capital’s reliance on any one particular national labour force and
hence investment in its reproduction. There has also been significant wage
stagnation such that households require the income of two workers to make ends
meet, but this of course means that more waged work has to be done outside of
the home, which at the same time takes away time from being able to care. Add

to this austerity and welfare state retrenchment, i.e. the chipping away of public
infrastructures (especially in areas not conducive to augmenting the productivity
of the workforce) and the rise of privatisation and the marketisation of care as an
investment opportunity for capital. The consequence is a situation in which those
who can afford to pay for privatised services do so and those who cannot simply
have to fit the work in themselves or go without. All of this is underscored by a
politics of personal responsibility for care. Moreover, the crisis is exacerbated by
the rise in the need for care due to demographic changes, in particular ageing. All
in all, societal resources for care are depleted, while care needs are rising.

In my book, I focus on the decade or so after the Global Financial Crisis of 2008
and the increasing inability of people to access the care they need to live well, but
also the incredibly difficult conditions under which people are providing paid and
unpaid care. Since 2008, the combination of austerity and regressive recovery
post—2008 has severely entrenched the care crisis and inequalities have risen.

The omnipresence of crisis talk can indeed be numbing, but I wanted to amplify
the voices of the scholars, activists and practitioners who have been alerting us to
its urgency now for some time and point to the worsening of the crisis post—2008.
And I wanted to ask what the economic crisis looks like when we look at it from the
perspective of care.

I do think we are indeed at a turning point. On the one hand there is abandonment,
on the other hand there is a huge interest on the side of capital in the whole area
of care markets as new avenues for investment, where care is sought out as a fix
for new drivers of capital accumulation. What will be the consequences of this?
Will there be some form of stabilisation? And if so, at whose expense? My wager

is that care cannot solve capital’s current accumulation problems, but neither

can capitalism solve the current problems we face with regard to care. Will it be
possible to affect radical change?

Helen Hester: You make the point that “a component element of the assistive
labour of care is that it is — if done properly — positively supposed to go unseen.”
There are some types of care work that are not supposed to be visible as work,
in other words, or which culturally are not recognised as work, because they are
naturalised in some way — the work itself becomes a kind of behavioural surplus;
the tenderness, the thoughtfulness, the tact, the cleanliness, the love —all are
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supposed to emanate as a kind of inevitable by—product of the carer’s personality
or social being. We are dealing here with caring as an adjective rather than a

verb; a disposition rather than an activity. And while a disposition might warrant

a celebratory clap on the doorstep, it’s not the kind of thing that one can usually
expect to get paid for. Perhaps the most apparent vector of naturalisation here is
gender — the idea that care work is simply the judicious mobilisation of a feminine
propensity to care, which is in turn some kind of circuitous marshalling of maternal
instinct (even in the case of those who have not, cannot, or will not ever gestate

a foetus or care for an infant). Feminists from the 1970s onwards have spilled a
considerable amount of ink trying to challenge this idea.

You make the point, however, that there’s another vector of naturalisation
that’s proving increasingly influential in an era of the commaodification of care
and of global chains of reproductive labour. You discuss a “smokescreen of
culturalisation”, in which migrant workers are designated as especially suitable
carers for the elderly because they hail from ‘other’ cultures, which unlike
Western individualism show deep respect for the elderly and attending to them
is considered a prestigious activity.” Once again, care is naturalised and in the
process devalued here. How does one resist this form of naturalisation? Can
second wave feminist strategies offer us any tools — are there lessons to be
learned?

Emma Dowling: There are all sort of ways in which the moral register is invoked

in order to obfuscate the exploitation of labour. We should be attentive to how
ideologies of caring function and also how they shape shift over time. Feminism
has long been concerned with deconstructing the ‘labours of love’ attributed

to women. The understanding that there are ideologies of caring is another
analytical tool I use in the book to unpack and challenge the instrumentalisation
of care work, whether in calling on volunteers to plug gaps in public provision or
ascribing caring dispositions to particular social subjects as a way of devaluing
this work, be this women or migrant workers, whose labour market vulnerability is
exploited. The extent to which care deficits have been sought to be met by migrant
workers, often for very low pay and in precarious conditions, has been part of
neoliberalism’s care fix.

Helen Hester: Your account of the crisis of care encompasses waged and
unwaged, domestic and non—domestic, directly market mediated and indirectly
market mediated forms of care work. You talk about how these different kinds of
working relations, these different contexts for the delivery of care, inform each
other and are shaped by some of the same factors. What are the connections
between different kinds or conditions of care, and can these connections be
brought together in an integrated struggle? How might we build worker power and
solidarity between different kinds of care workers?

Emma Dowling: Drawing on different empirical sources, in the book I discuss
how cuts due to austerity measures have increased the amount of unpaid care
work done in the home, in communities and neighbourhoods. At the same time,
the working conditions of paid care workers have also been affected by austerity,
while privatisation and marketisation have taken their toll with regard to working
conditions, low pay and precariousness. Plus, there are links between the world
of paid care work and that of unpaid care work. An example I discuss is the
2016 junior doctors’ strike when junior doctors struggled against changes to
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their contracts that would have meant a rise in out—of—hours—time and less
training opportunities. One of the issues was the knock—on effect for those with
caring responsibilities, particularly childcare. Working more evenings, nights
and weekends in what effectively amounted to a pay cut meant facing their own
care crisis at home and having to find (and pay) someone to do childcare in their
absence.

Building solidarity between different care workers certainly requires respect for
the differences between types of care work, while also recognising the common
conditions as a basis for collective political demands. Building solidarity also
requires thinking across paid and unpaid work when building a care infrastructure
for the common good. So, active support for care workers’ struggles must be
combined with the struggle for free time for care. Think also of the increasing
commodification of our lives and how this means that we need more and more
money to pay for the things we need to live. Yet, if we had more solidarity and more
collective efforts to care for one another and more of an infrastructure outside of
commodified relations, this would strengthen not only our ability to care for one
another, but also our capacity to struggle for change. However, the latter will also
require new forms of organising care that don’t reproduce problematic power
dynamics and divisions in care work.

Helen Hester: I think that an expanded understanding of care across paid and
unpaid domains is really important, as well as the idea of reclaiming time to care
for ourselves and each other. The other constituency to think about in terms of
building solidarity, though, are the cared for — the person in receipt of care, the
loved one, the ‘client’, the service user, however they are positioned. You note at
one point that a move away from providing social care in the form of a service in
favour of giving people direct cash payments so that they can commission their
own care fundamentally changes the dynamic between carer and cared for. Does
that kind of relationship undermine the possibility for solidarity? And what can we
do about that?

Emma Dowling: Within disability rights movements in particular there is an
awareness of the power dynamics of caring relations and the ways in which care
recipients can be rendered passive, especially if others are making decisions about
their care. The way personalised budgets are implemented harmonises with ideas
of consumer power. Personalised budgets are supposed to give care recipients
more autonomy, by enabling them to make their own decisions about their care.
With the cash allocated to them they can buy the services or equipment they need.
Not only are personalised budgets still subjected to needs assessments carried
out in the context of austerity, they also create much more adminstrative work for
those in receipt of care and those supporting them. In this sense, they are another
way of individualising and privatising responsibility, while expanding a privatised
model of commodified care. Personalised budgets introduce another kind of
power dynamic, because they mean that care recipients become direct employers
(e.g. of personal assistants) and have to implement the rules and regulations

that come with being an employer and ensuring adequate working conditions

for the employee in their home. Moreover, commodified service relations have

the structural tendency to pit the two sides of a service relationship against one
another.
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Yet, care relationships are not a simple one—way service from care giver to care
receiver, but involve more complex social relations between those who receive
care, those who provide care in a professional/paid capacity, as well as unpaid
care givers and supporters, often referred to as informal carers who care for loved
ones or friends. All involved have needs and wishes that have to be attended to in
order to ensure good care. This is where more holistic ideas of co—production or
collaborative care could be useful.

Helen Hester: In the book you note that homecare workers increasingly find
themselves having to cut out the relational, emotional, and affective aspects of
care work altogether in order to save time. As you say, those forms of support —
along with many other ‘basic, unspecialised’ caring tasks, like shopping, tidying up
or cleaning — then instead fall to friends, relatives, and neighbours as care work is
redefined as the physical provision of support and assistance. Affective, relational
and emotional dimensions of caring are increasingly relegated to unpaid realms.
You note that the boundaries between what counts as work and what doesn’t are
redrawn, and it’s unpaid labour that is relied upon to plug any gaps.

What I found quite striking about your analysis is that you emphasise that this
unpaid work doesn’t just come from loved ones or volunteers of some kind. It’s
also the extra work that paid care workers do. Homecare workers simply cannot
complete the work that they’re expected to do in the time that’s allotted to them
— which is often just a 15 minute visit. As such, they end up going above and
beyond their paid jobs. In effect, the compassion and sense of responsibility felt
by workers is enlisted in order to keep homecare services functioning. The whole
situation is dependent on the goodwill and the unpaid work of women, either as
paid service providers or as family members and friends. In my own work, when

I discuss the issue of unpaid domestic labour, I tend to be thinking in terms of
intra—familial or otherwise informal care and maintenance work. So, your point
that unpaid domestic labour can also be the result of wage theft and the hyper-
exploitation of those who work for money in other people’s homes is well taken.
In terms of this question of solidarity, then, I wonder if this expanded sense of
unpaid domestic labour might be an idea of around which people can rally. Is there
perhaps a way that we can use this broader sense of unpaid work within the home
as part of our struggle to address the care crisis?

Emma Dowling: The mechanism you point to here is another key analytical point of
the book, namely that boundaries between what counts as care work and is hence
paid and what does not and is hence unpaid are redrawn as a way of exploiting this
work. A lot of the time this is to squeeze more work out of people, many atime it is
to keep things going against the odds and in the face of scarce resources — whether
this is social workers compensating for cuts by with their overtime, or homecare
workers exceeding 15 minute visits, or not being paid for travel time. This is
because work can’t be done without those caring capacities. So, the capacity to
care and the sense of responsibility and compassion for those cared for and about,
as well as the fear of what will happen to those left without care, are exploited.
Another example is volunteering in hospitals to alleviate the pressures on staff.
Volunteers read to people, bring them cups of tea, keep them company, guide
them around the hospital, all sorts of nonmedical tasks. It is another way in which
unpaid work is drawn on in the context of scarcity.
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Helen Hester: What is your understanding of the role of the family in terms of care
under capitalism? During the pandemic, cross household support networks have
been established to help manage the care crisis. The very need to allow specific
dispensation for care and support bubbles attests to the fact that, for many of
us, the resources needed to take care of ourselves and our dependents cannot
be located exclusively within the home. In the book you state that, “While the
heteronormative family still constitutes the basic unit of social organisation that
informs much of social policymaking. Not everyone lives in traditional nuclear
family arrangements, receiving and providing care in this context. Over the last
thirty years there has been arise in single households (including single—parent
households) and in childless families, but also in institutionalised living (such as
care homes) and queer or other family and kinship relations of choice. Moreover,
due to increased mobility, many more people live away from their families.

Even in the context of the heteronormative family, friendship, neighbourhood and
other informal community networks are part and parcel of the care infrastructure
within which an individual is embedded. Here, support and mutual aid are
activated through choice and on voluntary terms, founded on shared values and
shared social experiences. While ties might be loose or quite close, a sense of
interdependency and reciprocity informs them. Consequently, these everyday
relations of friendship and mutual aid are important sites of care, t0o.” You note
that, while unpaid, unrecognised care work may take place in locales beyond the
nuclear family, capitalism still draws upon such work in whatever form it takes.
That is to say, capitalism continues to rely on unpaid reproductive labour, even as
the specific ways in which care is configured and organized are made subject to
change. How does this relate to the idea of ‘care in common’ which you advocate
for in your conclusion?

Emma Dowling: I think that it’s absolutely necessary to think care and social
reproduction beyond the nuclear family and challenge and transform both the
explicit and implicit ways in which the family is assumed to be the main locale
of caring, with all of the assumptions that go with the privatised and gendered
responsibilities for care. This is very much about the way that we actively design
the fabric of social reproduction to suit our needs as opposed to those that arise
from being posited as labour power for capital. In my view we need to think

the commoning of care through mutual aid, care collectives, care cooperatives,
multigenerational living arrangements and so forth together with the political
demand for a universal care infrastructure that includes professionalised care
and is based on principles of solidarity, where the responsibility for all is held

in common through institutions that are publicly funded, for example through
progressive taxation and higher corporation taxes. In short, we need to address
questions of access, entitlement and commitment, as well as those of autonomy,
liberation and affinity.

While affinity is a good basis for establishing relations of care, and mutual aid

is an important aspect of integrating care in our everday lives, affinity alone
cannot be the basis for a care infrastructure. Access to care cannot be based
solely on whether someone happens to like someone else, acts out of charity, or
acquires a sense of responsibility through kinship. One problem is how volunteers
are enlisted to plug gaps in public provision. Think how in less than a decade
thousands of charity food banks have sprung up across the UK. Activist networks
of mutual aid often remain quite subcultural and exist in contexts where people
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are able to make the time to be involved or who share common cultural or political
codes. There is a need move beyond the nuclear family, by creating different kinds
of living arrangements, different kinds of ways to care for each other. However,
this cannot be reliant on those people who happen to have that day the inclination
to get together or have a kind of ideological predisposition towards that kind of
way of organising. How might something like this be exciting and make sense to
more people? How might mutual aid be sustainable over time and not in times of
emergency?

Helen Hester: I'm wondering how we can retain what is politically radical in the
idea of mutual aid — I'm thinking here of things like cooperation beyond the state,
autonomous organising, working together not just for survival but for collective
flourishing — while also avoiding the pitfalls of a ‘Big Society’ model which
represents an abdication of responsibility on the part of the state and pushes

the demands of social reproduction onto individuals and communities without
providing suitable support. Is there some kind of filleting operation we can perform
here, in terms of trying to take what’s most emancipatory about the idea of mutual
aid without capitulating to these external pressures which are pushing us toward
volunteering as a means of dealing with the crisis?

Emma Dowling: What is the context in which mutual aid occurs and on whose
terms is it conducted? An interesting point I came across in a study on volunteering
in NHS hospitals is that respondents stated they would not be happy to volunteer
in a private hospital, but would be happy to do so in a public one. The former would
feel like exploitation of their unpaid labour for private gain, whereas the latter feels
like doing something out of solidarity for the common good. The question is, on
whose terms are we engaging in these activities? Where are the points of conflict
with the interests of capital? The answers to these questions have implications for
how movements organise and what political demands are developed: struggling
for a shorter working week without a reduction in pay; struggling for more public
funding for the care sector; struggling for deprivatisation and democratisation.

Helen Hester: It seems that the kinds of activity that potentially make care roles
fulfilling and that may attract people to these roles in the first place are what
are being ‘recoded’ as not being work at all. This would seem to risk a potential
impact on job satisfaction. The rewarding elements of the work are what attract
volunteers, but are surely also crucial to the engagement of those who are
employed to care, particularly given that there’s often so little financial ‘reward’
attached to the role.

Emma Dowling: Yes — that’s why I think it is important to think about the
organisation of care work and what definitions exist with regard to the tasks
and the skill that is considered intrinsic to performing this work. Care work was
to be recognised as involving complex tasks that require sophisticated social
and communicative competencies as well as expertise, along with empathetic,
interpretive and intuitive skills. It is also work that cannot be done without the
affective, emotional and interpersonal components.

Helen Hester: You talk about how the division of labour between paid staff and
volunteers “has a lot to do with what is considered to constitute expertise and
skill.” You use the example of hospital volunteers providing comfort and company,
and facilitating self-help and peer—support. If the care work of managing,
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maintaining, and using information and biotechnologies is ‘high tech’, and that of
physical assistance (washing people, lifting them, changing dressings and so on),
is ‘high touch’, then the kind of work you are referring to here might be described
as being ‘high talk’ — it is the affective or relational side of care. We’re talking
about the kinds of social interaction and other—directedness that still shape much
of our understanding of what constitutes good care. As you point out, though, it’s
what I'm calling the high talk side of care that tends to be “externalised when

time is scarce”. Paid workers are seen to be too busy doing the more specialist

and “essential” parts of care — the high touch and high tech parts — to provide
high—quality time and attention, the provision of which is increasingly outsourced
to volunteers. This is obviously problematic in a number of ways. In your words, “A
care fix is required to maintain standards of care on a tight budget. This care fix not
only relies on recoding caring activities as unpaid work, it potentially transforms
the nature of what staff do, by emptying its role of many of its caring dimensions.”
What are the consequences, for workers and patients, of this transformation? What
does it mean to disentangle high talk, high tech, and high touch in this way, rather
than conceiving of care as a more holistic or integrated process? It’s a way of
splitting these different aspects as a form of de—skilling, isn’t it?

Emma Dowling: Yes, it is a way of maintaining that care work does not require skill,
training or qualification. The splitting that results from ideas of what constitutes
“actual care” that are formulated in the context of scarcity and bare necessity, not
only plays into the low value and low status attributed to care and it also plays into
ideas about the role of technology in care work and ideas that care work can be
reduced to the routinised and standardised physical tasks, when actually it’s much
more complex. This important implications for employment conditions in the care
sector. The kinds of affective, emotional and social activities that make care roles
fulfilling, are integral to its meaning and are what attract people to the roles. High
staff—client ratios and lack of time mean these aspects of the job are recoded as
not being a necessary, but rather an add—on part of the job. All the while actually
relying on care workers finding the extra time and scope for care and compassion
against the odds. Reintegrating these different aspects of care and insisting on
the time necessary to provide care in this way would also be an important vision
for what care work can look like in the future. In the Buurtzorg community nursing
model for example, nurses routinely carry out simple and more complex tasks,
intentionally subverting hierarchies of expertise. Such reintegration should not,
however, be the basis for a kind of affective remuneration that replaces the wage
— or part of it — in that well-known trope of people doing meaningful work at the
expense of financial reward.

Helen Hester: You have some very interesting material in the book about
technologies of care, which you divide into ICTs and assistive technologies. Again,
you argue that many of these technologies are playing into the recoding of care,
and changing the very character of the labour processes into which they’re being
integrated. You state that “technological developments throw up questions about
the meaning of care. [...] When a machine takes on a task, it does not simply do
the same thing a human did beforehand. The task is transformed in the process.
The idea that robots could replace care workers relies on a conception of care
encapsulated in the reductionist notion of ‘actual care’ [...] — as if ‘actual care’ were
merely assistance with basic physical tasks. Indeed, attempts to rationalise care
work and raise productivity give that exact impression: the activity of caring is
broken down into repetitive and standardized tasks, which care workers perform
at ever more breakneck speeds, leaving little time for the relational, affective, and
emotional dimensions of care.”
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This paragraph is suggestive of what I think is a particularly telling inversion.

Social robots, as you note in the book, are taking on some crucial aspects of social
reproduction — interaction, play, companionship, and so on. These activities make
up that portion of reproductive labour which, for many of us, edges closest to the
realm of autonomous activity — the kind of high talk work that paid care workers
report being loath to sacrifice due to time pressures. At the same time, human
workers are becoming more machine-like as they engage in repetitive, routine care
work with little space for precisely things like interaction, play and companionship
— the activities that social robots are performing. Of course, not all care workers
are attracted to the high talk components of the work, and not everybody in receipt
of care will particularly desire the emotional and relational element of caring
interactions — some people will find these uncomfortable, unwanted, intrusive,

or unnecessary; nevertheless, it strikes me as a rather painful irony that the
elements of care and of our collective social lives most commonly associated with
the potential for human freedom and self-determination are the ones being most
effectively outsourced to machines. Given this rather bleak analysis — and the
critical eye that you yourself bring to technologies throughout the book — I think
it’s really interesting that you leave space in the chapter for a more positive reading
of technology.

Emma Dowling: The problem that technologies transform the very meaning of
‘actual care’ is one issue. But there are also others. Centrally, of course, is that the
technologies that exist have so often been developed to squeeze more work out of
people, control them or facilitate casualisation, as is the case with digital platforms
in the gig economy. I think it’s also important to question the development of
assistive technologies as geared towards freeing up the time of those who would
otherwise be undertaking care to participate in the labour market. This does very
little to challenge the way that care and social reproduction are orientated towards
the needs of a capitalist economy. This doesn’t tackle the social relations of care
and address existing problems like social exclusion and loneliness, especially
among elderly. It can’t be that robots do all the caring so that everyone else

can work more for capital (including tending to the machines that are doing the
caring!). In any case, machines don’t replace care workers, precisely because of
the complexity of the tasks involved. And yet, technology can assist with caring,
giving those in need of support more autonomy, helping with tasks that are part

of caring, e.g. lifting, or freeing up capacity and time. Technologies exist within a
social, political and economic context. Importantly, the question of technology
and care is a question that needs to be addressed and answered not from the
perspective of capital, but of labour (as well as environmental considerations). I
think the pandemic is a stark reminder for many that being in the actual embodied
presence of others is something we appreciate and need. I also think it makes
sense to be open to the possibility that technologies can help us to care better,
while remaining critical of the ways that technologies are used at the moment.
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‘As women win the financial
means to refuse sex work,
prostitution will cease to

be accepted or needed’: the
English Collective of Prostitutes,
women’s welfare and the ‘end’ of

prostitution

L Introduction

When thinking about women’s welfare it is important to account for the
perspective of women who tend to be excluded from these discussions. Given
criminalisation and stigmatisation, women who sell sex are a key cohort of women
that are often positioned outside the category of the ‘ideal’ woman who should
benefit from welfare policies. Unfortunately the voices of women who have sold
sex are absent from the archive, so the material from sex work activists as their
representatives are invaluable in providing an insight into their experiences.
However, as becomes clear throughout this section, it is important to bear in mind
that their arguments are cast in a particular ideological light.

It is important to note that men also engage in sex work and, as scholars have
noted, transgender and non—binary people are overrepresented in sex industries.
However, as these terms were not used in late—twentieth century sources this
study will refer to ‘women’ to avoid anachronism. Indeed, activists in this period
took an explicitly gendered approach to sex work.

This section focuses on the work of the English Collective of Prostitutes (ECP), a
group which emerged from the wider WFH movement to become the pre—eminent
sex workers’ rights group in the late twentieth century. In contrast to the wider
WLM which remained largely silent on how sex working women experienced
welfare, this section will show how the ECP correctly identified welfare policies
and sex work as intimately linked. In doing so, it also makes clear that in order

to be beneficial for sex working women welfare reforms need to be tied to wider
legislative reforms around sex work to ensure accessibility. Most notably, the ECP’s
work shows how decriminalisation of sex work is crucial to ensure that women are
able to access welfare benefits, and how WFH as universal income for all women
that is not contingent upon their work status would be particularly beneficial for
sex workers.
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Formed in 1975 as an organisation within the WFH movement, the ECP viewed sex
work in economic terms, interpreting it as, for the most part, the result of a rational
decision made by women in response to their economic circumstances. Moving
away from the binary nature of the late twentieth century ‘sex wars’ between
radical feminists who saw prostitution as uniquely exploitative and ‘sex—positive’
feminists who defended it as a socially valuable and empowering pursuit, they
recast sex work as a reaction to the ‘violent economic reality’ of capitalism. As
such, considerations of women’s experiences of the welfare system were naturally
key issues for the ECP and they highlighted how inadequate welfare policies were
intimately linked to women’s decision to sell sex.

Taking a two—pronged approach to welfare, they highlighted the need for
immediate reform to the existing system of social security benefits while
simultaneously advocating for WFH as a visionary new approach to women’s
welfare was particularly relevant for sex workers. This section explores both

the ECP’s campaigning around specific welfare policies identified as particularly
harmful and also how they constructed WFH as a future welfare system that would
both assist sex workers and prevent women from needing to sell sex in the first
place. They struck an impressive balance between helping women to navigate
and resist the current system while simultaneously providing an ideological vision
for the future. This section draws out several lessons we can learn from the ECP’s
work about how a welfare system for women should look if it is to include those
who sell sex.

Welfare and sex work: a causal relationship

The ECP identified a causal relationship between the government’s welfare policies
and sex work. Threading through much of their work was the argument that
insufficient welfare provision led women to decide to sell sex for financial reasons.
In their 1990 report entitled ‘For Prostitutes, Against Prostitution’, they drew a
direct line back from women’s sex work to freezes to child benefit, cuts to housing
and other benefits and the government’s introduction of ‘workfare’ through
‘compulsory training programmes in exchange for benefits’ which made it harder
to claim welfare benefits. They argued in no uncertain terms that ‘these economic
policies have resulted in increased homelessness and prostitution’, stressing that
‘the recently introduced Poll Tax, which every adult is supposed to pay regardless
of income...is likely to increase prostitution further as unwaged women and young
people are forced to earn the money to pay the tax and any fine resulting from
non—payment’. Showing how these arguments applied at an individual level, in
their June 1985 edition of their newsletter, Network, they printed a letter from

a sex worker to her MP in which she tied her sex work to inadequate welfare
provision, arguing that ‘most of us only hustle because we can’t afford to live on
the money received from DHSS and there is no other work’.

Perhaps the most powerful expression of this understanding of the roots of sex
work was Selma James’s speech to the Institute of Contemporary Arts (ICA) in
December 1980. Criticising the economic policies of the Thatcher government that
she saw as having begun under the previous Labour government, James argued
that ‘every single gap created by the cuts and by unemployment requiring work
and money are gaps that on the whole women are filling’ and that ‘we’re filling
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them in any way we find to do it, including prostitution’. Outlining in practical terms
how women from ‘all sectors of society’ are ‘feeling the pinch and therefore going
on the game’, she used the example of unemployed teachers being denied welfare
payments after refusing to take on other jobs such as factory work that were
pushed upon them by the welfare office. She highlighted how ‘its not only those

of us really down below financially in the society, but also those of us who it is
assumed are not so far down but really are not very far up and who can be thrown
down at any moment, who are on the game’, adding weight to her arguments
around the relationship between inadequate welfare and prostitution by showing
how previously ‘respectable’ women are choosing to sell sex in this context. As
the ECP put it in Network in July 1983, ‘we have pointed to the government, whose
economic policy is forcing more and more women into prostitution, as the biggest

pimp’.

Prostitution: the refusal of poverty

The ECP viewed prostitution as a means by which women refused the poverty that
was forced upon them, conceptualising it as a brave choice that enabled them to
retain their dignity in the face of ever—increasing welfare cuts.

They viewed selling sex as a means by which ‘prostitute women provide some

of the welfare that the State doesn’t provide’ and argued that this work of
prostitute women ‘has been essential to the survival of millions of families, entire
communities and even countries’, making up the shortfall in state—provided
welfare.

Their understanding of sex work as a conscious and courageous rejection of the
conditions in which women found themselves was made clear from their very
first statement in 1976. They argued that the government ‘tell us to scrimp and
save and do without’ but that women ‘haven’t responded with the self-sacrifice
and goodwill that they expected from us’, stressing that ‘by demanding money
for sex from those who can afford it’ shows how women ‘have refused to lower
our expectations and have aimed for more money and less work’. As James put
it in her 1980 ICA speech, prostitution was a means by which women ‘solve our
financial problems in other ways that are supposed to demoralise us’. For James,
women who sell sex ‘retain our dignity’ or ‘at least we keep more of our dignity
intact than they like’ and that ‘the powers that be are bloody angry that we are able
to survive so well doing things that we should not do’.

The Cohabitation Rule

The ECP highlighted the particular impact of the Cohabitation Ruling whereby
awoman’s Social Security benefits were withdrawn if there was evidence that
she may be living with a man and her decision to sell sex for financial reasons.
Network in July 1983 included a short piece written by an unemployed teacher
whose Social Security was ‘cut off when a neighbour informed the DHSS that I
was living with a man’. Drawing a direct line between punitive welfare policies
and sex work, the woman outlined how after initially trying some cleaning jobs, ‘in
the end I was just sick and tired of being badly paid, over—-worked and financially
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dependent. So I went on the game’. Elsewhere, the ECP implied that not only did
the cohabitation rule force women to sell sex outside the home, it also meant that
their relationships with male partners came to approximate prostitution. They
argued that through the ruling ‘the state assumes that if you sleep with a man, you
must make him support you’, highlighting the irony that ‘it must be only one man
and then it’s not called prostitution’. As such, their argument that the ruling ‘in
effect forces an unmarried woman to demand payment for sex by cutting her off
Social Security if she is having a relationship with a man’ can be seen to apply to
both women who sold sex commercially and women who relied on partners with
whom they had a sexual relationship with for money.

Indeed, it was through their discussion of the impact of the cohabitation rule that
they identified a major irony in the government’s approach to prostitution. They
noted that while the government are criminalising, stigmatising and attempting

to repress prostitution their economic and welfare policies act to encourage it,
stating that ‘at the same time as the Government sets out to persecute and divide
prostitutes, it itself promotes prostitution’ through the Cohabitation Ruling which
‘gives the government the right to withdraw Social Security from a woman if

there is evidence that a man has been present in her home’. Indeed, their 1990
statement ‘For Prostitutes, Against Prostitution’ identified this contradiction in the
government’s wider approach to sex work, noting how their response to women
selling sex in the economic context of the early 1980s was a ‘drive to “clean

up” inner city areas of one of the more visible effects of its economic policies

— increased prostitution’. Therefore, the ECP’s arguments here remind us that
enacting punitive welfare policies does not constitute a serious attempt to reduce
sex work. Women'’s financial need is the starting point for sex work, so it is through
the provision of resources, not repression, that the root cause of women’s decision
to sell sex can be addressed.

Immediate reforms

As such, welfare issues were a key strand of the ECP’s work. Importantly, they
outlined a number of reforms that would result in the immediate improvement

of the current system from the perspective of sex working women. Positioning
welfare issues as second only to their overarching aim of decriminalisation, in their
1990 ‘For Prostitutes, Against Prostitution’ report they argued that while their
priority was the abolition of prostitution laws which ‘punish women for refusing
poverty and/or financial dependence on men’, they were ‘also campaigning for
money, housing and other resources to be made available to women and children
on the game or who want to get off the game’ and for ‘higher benefits, grants

and wages so that no woman or child is forced into sex with anyone by poverty,
financial dependence and/or lack of financial alternatives’.

Indeed, three out of their four demands related specifically to welfare policies.
Following their overarching demand for decriminalisation, they argued secondly
for “financial protection’ for women from Social Security and Social Services in

the form of ‘contingency funds and housing...for any woman who wants to get

off the game’ because ‘many prostitute women are forced to stay on the game
because they have nowhere to go and have been refused social security’. This was
followed by a demand for ‘the abolition of the cohabitation ruling’ and finally for a
broader increase in ‘all state benefits which come to a woman by right’ including
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Supplementary Benefit, Child Benefit, pensions, maternity grants, as well as
unemployment, disability and maternity benefits and student grants so that ‘no
woman is forced into prostitution by lack of money and financial difficulties’.
Furthermore, as part of their frontline work the ECP offered practical help to sex
working women in navigating the benefits system through their Legal Advice

for Women (LAW) service, with advice on social security noted first on a list of
issues that the service could help with alongside issues such as child custody,
immigration and sexual assault.

A vision for the future: decriminalisation

While the ECP took a practical approach, and much of their work was focused

on realistic and achievable changes to the current welfare system, like the wider
WFH campaign their work was also visionary and utopian at its core. Firstly,

their demands around welfare were closely linked to their broader campaign

for decriminalisation. They saw the abolition of all prostitution legislation as

key to facilitating sex workers’ access to welfare services and affording them

the same rights to employment—based benefits as other workers. Detailing this
central demand, they noted that one of the benefits of decriminalisation would
be that it would ‘mean that sex workers would be able to claim the same right

to police protection, employment and health benefits, etc. as other workers’

and the removal of criminalisation would ‘make it possible for sex workers to be
recognised as workers, with human, legal, economic and civil rights, including
the right to police protection, employment and health benefits, pensions, to form
cooperatives and trade unions, etc’. In doing so, the ECP’s work reminds us of the
need for an expansive approach to welfare for sex workers that takes account

of and seeks to change broader legislation around commercial sex because
access to such services is heavily dependent on whether a person is criminalised.
Indeed, present—day sex workers’ rights organisations regularly highlight the
difficulties that sex workers face in accessing welfare and social security due

to the barrier of their criminalised status. As the Global Network of Sex Work
Projects (NSWP) outline in their recent report on sex work and social protection,
‘the criminalisation of sex work is one of the most significant structural barriers
to accessing social protection’ because ‘individuals are often required to disclose
their profession to access state social protection measures’ but ‘the disclosure

of one’s status as a sex worker to government authorities can have serious legal
repercussions, including arrest, detention, child custody loss, and in the case of
migrant sex workers, deportation’. They conclude that policymakers ‘must actively
work towards the full decriminalisation of sex work...given that criminalisation
significantly impedes sex workers’ access to social protection benefits and labour
rights’.

A vision for the future: Wages For Housework

Moreover, the ECP saw their aim of ending prostitution through the provision of
economic resources to women and the wider movement’s demand for WFH as
inextricably linked. Moving beyond ensuring that sex workers were able to access
the highly conditional benefits provided by the existing welfare state, the ECP
focused on WFH as a universal benefit that all women would receive regardless
of work status or criminalisation. Indeed, activists noted in their foundational
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document entitled ‘Who Are the ECP?’ that they formed under the WFH umbrella
specifically because of the relevance of the WFH economic analysis to prostitute
women — ‘the ECP joined the WFH campaign in 1975 because they are a

section of the women’s movement who are committed to the fight for economic
independence for all women, and who recogniser prostitute women’s contribution
to winning the fight’. Summing up their view of the link between WFH and the ‘end’
of sex work, they argued in their ‘For Prostitutes, Against Prostitution’ report that
‘unlike people who accept prostitution as a necessary evil or necessary therapy, we
are organising to put an end to prostitution’ because ‘as women win the financial
means to refuse sex work, prostitution will cease to be accepted or needed’.

Sex work as evidence of abundance

Furthermore, the ECP saw the fact that men pay sex workers for an element of the
reproductive labour that all women are expected to perform for free as evidence
of the existence of the money required for full wages for housework. In making
this argument, the ECP bolstered the wider WFH rejection of notions of scarcity
and affordability that dominated discussions of welfare and contended there is
abundant wealth, but it needs to be redistributed more equally. Their first public
statement argued that ‘Wages for Housework is something that prostitute women
have always been fighting for and getting’ as they receive payment for ‘the time we
spend in bed, but also the pleasing, dressing, smiling, mothering’. Consequently,
they contended that as a consequence ‘when we are all confronting the State for
our wages and they tell us there is no money for us we will be there to testify that
many of us have seen this money! WE HAVE SEEN THIS MONEY THAT THEY SAY
DOESN’T EXIST!. As such, they argued that ‘because of this, there is no way that
they can convince us that they can’t pay our wages. Our strength as prostitute
women is that we have already won some’. Therefore, in a way that bolsters the
broader WFH demand that women have access to the ‘full loaf’ of wealth rather
than ‘a slice’, the ECP presented the fact that sex workers receive a wage for

their reproductive labour as a source of power for all women and evidence that
resources are available to remunerate labour that had hitherto been unpaid.

L, Conclusion

To conclude, the ECP’s work in the late twentieth century is invaluable in
highlighting the ways in which welfare policies and sex work are intimately linked.
Made clear how the government’s punitive welfare policies led women to sell sex
in the 1970s and 1980s, particularly in the context of Tory cuts. This situation
remains much the same today. As the ECP argued in their evidence to the Women
and Equalities Committee’s 2023 inquiry into the impact of the rising cost of
living on women, ‘not only has the government’s cost of living response done
little or nothing to help women meet the costs of essentials, its policy of enforced
destitution in the form of benefit sanctions and other cuts has deliberately made
women poorer’ and ‘prostitution has been one of the strategies that increasing
numbers of women, particularly mothers, have employed’.

This serves as an important reminder to ensure that in our development of

welfare policies we endeavour to include groups of women who have traditionally
been excluded from these discussions — sex workers are just one of the groups
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who have been excluded from policy discussions due to their criminalisation

and marginalisation. Crucially, the ECP’s work shows how welfare policy is
inseparable from the broader legislative and policy framework around sex work. It
demonstrates that we should not think about welfare policies in isolation because
how they are experienced by sex workers is shaped by the context in which they
operate.

Firstly, their work shows how any attempt to ‘reduce’ sex work should foreground
economic considerations because women sell sex primarily for financial reasons. It
makes clear that policy should be focused firmly in the sphere of welfare and focus
on the provision of resources to women and that any approach which foregrounds
repression, policing and criminalisation misses the point.

Secondly, and relatedly, their work shows how any changes to welfare policy within
the current system must be coupled with decriminalisation to be most effective.

In conjunction with the work of present—day sex worker rights organisations, the
ECP’s work therefore reminds us that policies around women’s welfare that are
otherwise effective are meaningless for sex workers if they remain barred from
access due to their criminalisation.

While the ECP argued for changes to the current system and for decriminalisation
on the grounds that it would make the system more accessible for sex workers,
their ultimate vision for a universal approach to women’s welfare through WFH was
seen as particularly beneficial for sex workers because it would remove conditions
around work status, criminalisation etc that are used as an excuse to not provide
benefits to certain women. It reminds us of the particular relevance present—day
policy proposals around UBI to sex workers. Firstly, providing women with more
money could mean that they do not need to decide to sell sex for financial reasons,
and secondly a truly universal welfare policy would mean that women would be
able to access UBI regardless of factors such as their work or their criminal status.

We can also learn important lessons from the campaigning strategy employed

by the ECP regarding issues of welfare. By working to change the existing system
while simultaneously promoting a vision of a radically different framework for
women’s welfare, the ECP rejected the false binary that is often drawn between
policy reforms deemed to be ‘realistic’ and a more utopian approach to the future.
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L Key lessons

1. Welfare as independence

This piece has made the case for welfare for women to aim at increasing their
independence. In doing so, it advocates for a reframing of the current rhetoric
around welfare dependency. Instead, welfare should be considered as something
that has the power to increase our independence. For women, not only does this
have the potential to liberate people from reliance on wage labour in order to
survive, for women in particular it also could also facilitate our refusal of unpaid
domestic work.

2. The Lessons of Historical Activism: A Holistic Approach

This piece has shown that the debates we are having around ‘welfare’ today are
not new. They have an historical precedent. Most strikingly, it has shown how
closely present—day debates around UBI and UBS contain strong echoes of late
twentieth century feminist debates. Importantly, it has made the case for a holistic
approach that encapsulates both of these elements, and positioned the dichotomy
that is often drawn between money and services as a false one.

3. Flexibility and Inclusivity

This report also reminds us that we should not take a one—size-fits—all approach
to welfare for women. In addition to the need for a holistic approach, part one

of this report reminds us that welfare for women should not be constructed
around their place as reproductive labourers in the nuclear family and should

be accessible to women within various forms of family structure. Additionally,
and crucially, the second part of this report demonstrates the need to include all
women in these policy discussions.

The Women’s Budget Group, for example, has often discussed the need to take
into account factors such as age, disability, migration status and ethnicity, but this
report shows that this list needs to be more expansive. Through an examination
of how women who sell sex have interacted with the welfare system, this report
urges us to make a particular effort to ensure that the needs of women who are
marginalised and criminalised are taken into account. A version of welfare that
excludes certain groups of women is not women’s welfare.

4. An eye on context

When developing welfare policy, we ought to take account of the wider legislative
framework in which it would be implemented. This is made most clear when
considering sex workers’ experiences of welfare policy and how the wider
legislative framework that governs their work creates barriers to their access to
welfare. Not only does this remind us of the need to consider wider policy reform
in order to ensure that welfare is accessible, but also of the need for welfare that is
universal and is not conditional on, for example, work status and criminal status.
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5. ‘Realistic’ & ‘Utopian’?

This report also provides strategic lessons. Firstly, the WFH campaign’s use

of Family Allowance as a starting point to make more expansive demands
demonstrates the value of piggy—backing off existing policies in order to make
radical policy proposals, even if these policies were introduced with different
intentions in mind. Furthermore, by historicising policies like UBI it places them
within a longer tradition of activism, further helping to make radical policies more
palatable in the face of significant political and public scepticism.

However it also demonstrates that ‘realistic’ policy reforms are not incompatible
with more utopian and visionary thinking. As the ECP’s work demonstrates most
clearly, fighting for reforms to the current system to improve women'’s lives in
the immediate term should not hold us back from more utopian thinking about a
radically different vision for the future.
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Three infrastructures
for night workers

The aim of the proposals in this part of the strategy is not to enable and encourage
the precarity of nocturnal occupations, but rather to highlight the most problematic
aspects of a 24h city. Rather than rejecting such frameworks, the project proposes
an implementation of three service—infrastructures that would produce both
constructive criticism of the government’s plans for the night and immediate
practical solutions for night workers.

The drawn proposals in this section are based on the needs of the 4 lodestar
categories of workers identified in the first part of the document: food delivery
riders, sex workers, care workers and logistics workers. As such, 24—hour Health
Centre, 24—hour Worker Club and the 24 hr Rest Stop, are intended to place
emerging issues relating to night work on the urban stage. As such, while providing
both health and child care services for night workers, the first infrastructure
takes a further step by tackling the question of night workers’ well being. The
second infrastructure provides a communal space where night workers can
engage in communal practices of cultural and political exchange. Finally, the third
infrastructure is a form of collective equipment designed to meet the most basic
needs for night workers between their shifts.

Though these drawings can be read — and indeed were conceived — as architectural
proposals for a specific site (in this case an adaptation of an large intersection in
Dalston, East London), it’s important to note that these illustrations articulate an
ideal scenario — both for the number of different services proposed and in terms

of the spatial relations it sets up. In this sense it can also be read as a spatial
matrix, with each of the three infrastructures representing a distinct cluster of 24hr
activities and services: one dedicated to health, one to rest and one to community
and organising.

While the infrastructures display distinctive functions, they should be understood
as a network: the 24—hour Worker Club occupies a strategically located space that
lies at the heart of the whole design. Whilst providing a wide range of services —
office space, nocturnal library, canteen, changing rooms, bar etc. — it is through
their porous use that night workers and unions can claim collective ownership of
the structure. The non—enforcement area defined by the courtyard perimeter is
both a device for aggregation night workers and a space for local communities. The
social space defined by the ground—floor canteen aims at challenging the disunited
and individualistic attitude that new forms of labour engender.
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L, 24 hr Rest Stop: Everyday amenities for
workers

The Rest Stop addresses the most immediate and tangible issues faced by night
workers. With shops and facilities more likely to be closed at night-time and many
night workers operating outside, it can be difficult to access places where one can
eat, use toilets, rest, shield oneself from bad weather, and store belongings. It is
essential for the care of night workers that they have access to these amenities
and services. Addressing the most basic of needs in a supportive and informal
environment, the Rest Stop doubles up as shelter for the most atomised and
vulnerable workers and represents a first point of contact to reach them.

L Affordable, healthy meals and free hot drinks

The night food landscape in UK cities is predominantly made up of fast food chains,
‘chicken shops’ and other unhealthy options. Compared to those working during
the day, night workers are far more likely to be exposed to food that will affect their
long term health and everyday wellbeing. The more public—facing of the three
infrastructures in the strategy, the Rest Stop, imagines a cooperative form of 24hr
restaurant.

In its most basic formulation, it would offer the opportunity to access hot food

and drinks whilst doing away with the exploitative practices and unhealthy eating
options of ‘traditional’ 24 hr fast food establishments. For those working outside,
like riders or in some cases sex workers, hot drinks can represent a primary source
of comfort and social exchange. Offering these free of charge or for a donation can
attract a wide range of users to the facility.

L Changing, make up and hygiene

Many night workers, especially sex workers, lack opportunities to change into their
work—clothes as well as store their own. Delivery, hospitality and logistics workers
of the night could benefit from showers, bathrooms, and changing stations.

L Safer Drug Consumption Facilities (SDCFs)

Whether it represents a way of coping with trauma or simply a means to stay
awake, drugs are an integral part of the lives of many night workers. A non-
judgmental and supportiveopen approach to helping these workers begins with
offering space to use safely and reduce harm. SDCFs have slowly established
themselves as an alternative to repressive policing practices in cities like Zurich
and Barcelona. With over 100 centres across 66 cities worldwide, evidence and
support for their benefits is growing. The European Monitoring Centre for Drugs &
Drug Addiction (EMCDDA) and the UK based Advisory Council on Misuse of Drugs
(ACMD)* both support the adoption of SDFCs. In its report on these facilities, the
EMCDDA concludes that

[tlhey reach a population of long—term problem drug users with various health
and social problems. They provide a hygienic environment for drug use and, for
regular attenders at least, decrease exposure to risks of infectious diseases. They
contribute to a reduction in levels of risk—taking among their clients and increase
access for specific ‘hard—to reach’ target populations of drug users to health,

1 Advisory Council on the Misuse of Drugs, 2016. “Reducing Opioid—Related Deaths in the UK”
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welfare and drug treatment services. They provide immediate emergency help
in case of overdose, and can make a contribution to the reduction of overdose
deaths at community level.?

Though in the UK such spaces currently operate illegally, the design includes them
as part of a comprehensive scheme, showing the place they could occupy in a
progressive strategy for neighbourhoods at night.

2 European Monitoring Centre on Drugs and Drug Addiction, 2004. “European report on drug
consumption rooms”
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L,  Hot food and drinks

L Make-up and self-care spaces
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L, Locker rooms

L Drug consumption room
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L Worker community and power: 24hr Worker
Clubs

L Spaces for informal encounter

24hr Worker Clubs should encourage socialising between workers, cultivating
a sense of solidarity and community that can reverse the atomising effects of
their work. A space explicitly dedicated to night workers is especially important
for categories that are under—valued, gendered and atomised, such as carers
and those precariously working in hospitality. These centres should also allow
for discussion, with workers coming together possibly to share experiences and
organise for better working conditions.

Creating a safe and inclusive space is essential in encouraging people to frequent
the Worker Club. To this end, the courtyard defines a non—enforcement area.
Both labour collective action and sex workers’ struggles can be amplified by

this condition: safe space means no CCTVs and a policing—free centre to combat
police raids, deportations, and arrests — all of which have increased in recent
years, as stressed by the English Collective of Prostitutes®. Autonomy and peer
management are key in challenging the criminalisation of sex work reinforced by
moralising narratives, anti—sex trafficking laws and strict immigration policies.
The aforementioned model of ‘awareness teams’® is an example of policing
which refuses ‘saviour’ narratives in favour of self-organisation and worker-led
management.

Porous, social space is vital in creating opportunities for unplanned encounters.
The steps to the terrace café, for instance, double up as permanent outdoor
seating that people can use for assemblies and informal socialisation. Anchoring
these shared social spaces are amenities and services often unavailable to night
workers: toilets, quick bites and warm drinks. Sharing resources and experiences
can strengthen the everyday wellbeing, in particular, of workers moving around the
city alone, such as drivers and delivery workers.

3 English Collective of Prostitutes, 2021
4 Raiselis, 2021
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L Worker assembly, events and organised leisure

A key aim of the scheme is allowing workers to meet, increase knowledge about
the nature of their job and initiate collective action. Night Worker Clubs should
accommodate the needs of worker assembly by providing dedicated spaces

for groups of workers to discuss common issues formally and informally. Large
meeting rooms allow discussion amongst peers, whilst a dedicated stage area

in the cafeteria allows for larger public speeches and meetings. Increased
opportunities to meet and share knowledge can help counter emergent forms

of exploitation: gig—based delivery platforms like JustEat or Deliveroo as well as
platform giants like Amazon, use management algorithms that purposely create
information asymmetries between workers and employers. A study conducted in
Australia suggests that food delivery workers significantly over—perceive the level
of autonomy they enjoy in their job.> Worker—led research and exchange amongst
gig—economy workers does not need to stop at the gates of each 24 hr Worker
Club. These facilities can serve as a point of connection to similar organizations
in other cities, highlighting the algorithmically defined supply chains that unite,
for example, hospitality and delivery workers, and delivery workers with logistics
drivers.

L Union activity, organising and worker support

Workers may face difficulties in accessing services and information that can help
support them with their employment and welfare issues. There are many reasons
workers may not have access to these services, including language barriers,
unfamiliarity with UK regulations, complex working arrangements, or their work
schedules. In particular, more isolated workers, such as live—in carers, could
greatly benefit from becoming aware of their rights as workers and tenants. These
prescriptions might lend them perspective, by situating them in a broader network
of intimacy and affection.

Some of the space in worker centres is allocated long term to specific unions

and worker collectives that are of particular interest to night workers. The Centre
includes smaller offices and bureaus for one—on—one counselling and deskwork.
Unions can have either rotating or permanent desks so that workers have regular
and accessible points of contact to get advice on relevant issues. Such issues
can include legal and migration matters, employment rights, and partaking in
unionisation. Workers can use the meeting rooms for formal discussions.

The larger spaces can support skills and language courses. Following the “X-Talk”
project,® the centre can offer English classes to support migrant sex workers.

The centre should be organised around what sex workers need and will let them
participate actively in its activities, rejecting ‘rescuing narratives’.

5 Goods et al., 2019

6 X—Talk is “a sex worker—led workers co—operative which approaches language teaching as
knowledge sharing between equals and regards the ability to communicate as a fundamental tool for
sex workers to work in safer conditions, to organise and to socialise with each other.” see http://www.
xtalkproject.net/about/
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More practically, the centres could provide materials which allow, for example,
live—in caregivers to be more aware of their rights as workers and tenants. These
prescriptions might lend them perspective, by situating them in a broader network
of intimacy and affection amongst carers.

L Rest, recreation and quiet space

Night workers’ jobs are physically and emotionally demanding. Care, sex and
delivery workers are especially vulnerable to job-related injury, abuse and
emotional trauma, particularly if they are migrants. This makes it essential for

24 hr Worker Clubs to include spaces for rest and relaxation. These can include
basic amenities such as showers and lockers, as well as rest and napping areas.

A small library could provide a quiet space for reflection and internet access -
accompanied by IT support. Together, these facilities allow workers to have a safe
and quiet space during their downtime. These spaces are also intended to offer an
alternative to the often inadequate housing conditions lower income workers are
forced to live in, contributing to breaking the fatigue cycle that leads to a survival
mentality.
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L English language and worker rights
lessons

L Convivial and social event spaces
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L, Spaces and tools for worker wellbeing: 24hr
Care and Health Centre

The 24 hr Care and Health Centre addresses inequalities that night workers face
when accessing health and care services. Night workers may find that services
such as GPs, drug support services, childcare, and other health facilities such as
gyms are closed at night. With work schedules that make it difficult to arrange
appointments for the day, and facilities closed at night, night workers have a much
harder time accessing health services when they need them.

L Physical and mental health

Though the recent establishment of Urgent Treatment Centres (UTCs) has
expanded health services available at night, these are mainly intended for
emergencies. In addition to walk—ins, 24 hour health centres would instead
offer regular medical appointments at times that are convenient for workers —
truly turning the city into a 24hr space. Partnerships with NHS trusts and local
authorities would be key to delivering these services successfully. Partnerships
should not come at the expense of creating an environment that remains a safe
space for vulnerable workers as they seek advice on treatment, addiction and
other health issues.

24hr Care and Health Centres should address the mental health of night workers
through counselling. For carers, who are often migrants, such a scheme would
also help address the emotional burdens produced by their line of work, as carers
report loneliness to be a primary cause of their developing kin-like relations with
their employer.”

L Childcare

The increase in night work has not been matched by the development of free
night—time childcare services. This is made worse by the fact that so many night
workers, from carers to sex—workers, are women with caring responsibilities.
Migrant workers face even more difficulties, as they are likely to lack the familial
support networks that can make a difference. 24 Heath Centres could offer a 24—
hour nursery to accommodate working parents who have atypical working hours
and would otherwise find it difficult to arrange childcare at night.

L Exercise and self-care

Centres should incorporate spaces of self—care for workers. This includes a
nocturnal gym with a wet area and showers. The gym will be able to operate as an
independent entity that gives priority to night workers. 24—hour gyms are currently
in demand, especially with shift workers and those with atypical working hours,
and it is essential to provide a safe and accessible space for people to exercise to
look after their mental and physical health.

7 Baldassar et al 2017, p. 532
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L Regular health checks and GP

appointments

L 24 hr Nursery

54



Mums on Strike:
the post—work
politics of

reality TV

Stefan Darling
June 13th 2025



The Autonomy Institute 2026

Mums on Strike:
the post—work politics of
reality TV

I call it house work, ‘cause it’s light work, but I'ma throw shade if I don’t get paid
for this house work.

Jax Jones, Mike Dunn, MNEK, ‘House Work’ (2016)

L, Mums on Strike

Mums on Strike is a Channel 5 reality format in which the overburdened caregivers
of two households go “on strike” for a fairer distribution of chores. It’s a well-
conceived 45—-minute reality narrative, whose irreverent mood is captured by
shambling instrumentals and sardonic quips from both contributors and the
narrator. But in being ‘playful and purposeful’ according to its production team
(TV Zone 2023), the show suffers from something of an ideological identity crisis.
Being a slice of guilty pleasure reality with a ‘heady sense of justice’ (Watkins
2023), Mums on Strike is plagued by the risk of appearing overgeneralised or
reductive. Using some of the learnings from Helen Hester and Nick Srnicek’s
volume on domestic reproductive labour, After Work (2023), this blog looks at
how we might apply post-work ideas to Mums on Strike’s potentially provocative
progressive politics.

L, Wife on Strike

The renaming of the show from Wife on Strike neatly represents the discursive
problems it faces. After a two—episode pilot series in 2023, Wife on Strike
disappeared from My5 (the channel’s streaming platform) before returning as
Mums on Strike for six new episodes in 2024. The name change might have an
agential purpose, abating some of the connotations of subordination embodied

in the “dutiful housewife”. However, the gendering of the striker as “mum” still
clashes with the open—minded casting of the show, including same—sex couples,
multigenerational families, and other non—nuclear household units. Indeed, the
programme description reads, ‘How will families cope when the person doing the
most leaves them to fend for themselves?’ The ill-fitting title perhaps makes sense
when considering TV as a competitive cultural industry: Person Doing the Most, On
Strike doesn’t have quite the same cultural cachet as the recurring character of the
overburdened mother.
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This gendering is also largely justifiable, according to Hester and Srnicek. In an
era of neoliberal capitalism that so often demands economic participation from
both adults in the nuclear family, ‘a ‘one—and—a—half earner’ model has emerged...
leading to a reassertion of ‘traditional’ family imaginaries and their associated
temporal inequalities’ (2023: 105). Mum is instead an ‘intrafamilial reserve army
of unwaged care’ (ibid.: 110), pulled pillar-to—post between workplace and
domestic commitments. As such, when she ‘withdraws her household labour’

(the surprisingly formal description of Mums on Strike S2E2), it strikes a politically
agitational, and relatable, chord (Watkins 2023).

Nevertheless, the title of the show raises questions about who “mum?” is. If the
‘person doing the most’ within the household is always “mum?”, this simultaneously
entrenches gendered expectations around women as caregivers, while challenging
these essentialist perspectives. For Mums on Strike, “mum” is a work role, and as
work is not a natural category (it can be adopted...or refused!) gender for these
mums becomes denaturalised. Echoing the perspective of Judith Butler (1990),
gender is now performative. This is how in Series 2, Episode 4, stepdad Shaun

is arguably gendered “mum” by virtue of taking on the lion’s share of domestic
duties. As such, he inverses cultural expectations by going on strike, leaving
partner Vicky to pick up the slack — alongside her two jobs, of course.

L, Collective power

Screenshot from the original ITV Series ‘Mum’s on Strike’ is used under Fair
Dealing.
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Mums on Strike exudes visual confidence and is tightly paced. But the immediate
maturity of the format is no lucky coincidence — Mums on Strike is effectively a
reboot of a show from twenty years ago, Mum’s on Strike (ITV 2005-6). Giving
off “not to be confused with companies of a similar name” vibes, the shows

both feature mums abdicating the responsibility placed on them by their family
structures, leaving the household behind. Their destination — hotels, resorts and
spas — are the logical opposite of the unwaged labour factory of the home: eating
at restaurants and enjoying a housekeeping service, the mums’ reproductive
labour is outsourced to the market.

However, where the forerunner’s individualist title — “mum is on strike” —
compartmentalises the mums’ experiences (the dads meet up at the end, but
not the mums), Channel 5’s version collectivizes the experience, sending two
mums to the same conference room to watch and comment upon both families’
domestic pratfalls and intransigence. Contrary to the supposed solipsistic bliss
of the marketized retreat, collective action appears to be the driving force behind
the successful redistribution of domestic labour. Striking is hard work, carrying
its own obligations and emotional burden. The toil of watching clips in which the
mums are often openly criticised — Shaun’s video message announcing his strike
is met with derisive laughter — leaves them unable to shrug off the mental burden
of household relations. These onerous observation duties are not only necessary
for the upkeep of the factual format, but also seemingly essential to the political
project of equitably redistributing necessary tasks. Representing the audience’s
outside perspective, the support of the other striker is also often necessary to
commit to a harsh ultimatum marking the format’s midpoint reversal.

The mums - having seen the fallout from their withdrawal of labour — send in
trusted friends to demand the spouse complete an almost unachievable volume

of domestic tasks to exacting standards. Itemised to—do lists on TV carry an
impressive normative weight (consider shows such as Death Note and Things You
Should Have Done), and so despite their initial protestation, the new sole domestic
labourer eventually completes the list, recognising that doing what the striker

has done for years will be explicitly interpreted as “a sign of love” (S1E1). This
narrative beat marks an important step in repairing the relationship, after an often
very dismissive opening interview and indignant response to the strike action by
the workshy partner. The list represents a realisation that ‘housework is work’,
which Hester and Srnicek (2023: 132) identify as a prerequisite to meaningful
critical engagement with unwaged reproductive labour. In the words of a Channel 5
social media post (2024), ‘now that is what we call an epiphany’.

However, read as an inflexible description of the tasks necessary for domestic
upkeep, these to—do lists arguably aren’t very post—work at all. A ratcheting—up
of standards requires a ratcheting—up of work hours, and adherence to each list’s
ornamental perfectionism — much as it teaches a lesson — can be understood as
adhering to the same disciplinary work ethic constantly reproduced by capitalism.
This ‘housework ethic’ reduces free time and valorises ‘conspicuous busyness’
(Hester and Srnicek 2023: 74) as a mimesis — but never valid substitute — for love.
After mum teaches their family a lesson, therefore, a dispassionate, collective
analysis of domestic arrangements is arguably needed to avoid a workaholic
egalitarianism that simply increases stress and time pressure for all (ibid.: 107).
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L Recognition/Renegotiation

Stepdad Sean and strike partner Chrissy in the later Channel 5 series, used
under Fair Dealing.

Hester and Srnicek point out that, for all the heady promises of automation, a
‘realm of necessity...will be present in any possible society’ (2023: 155), but
that the role of post—-work is to challenge and minimise this realm before work
redistribution occurs (ibid.: 156). I'm reminded of the extended ‘R-Strategies’,
which can be applied as much to waste reduction as to work: ‘Refuse’ comes
before ‘Reduce’ comes before ‘Recycle’. This is all very commonsensical, but like
all notions of “common sense”, the simplicity of the maxim belies the truth.

In Mums on Strike, the process of negotiation to return the striker home occupies
the final quarter of the show. The negotiation scenes take a familiar path in

most episodes, helping us to understand and problematise the effects of seeing
housework as a labour of love. It is often revealed that mum’s over—dedication to
domestic drudgery is not based on their own belief in domestic standards (“being
away has made me think that, you know what, what I do is insane”, S2E4). In
other words, the housework ethic as an escalatory ideal is not only unsustainable
and unachievable, but arguably self-destructive. Therefore, in the newfound
spirit of transparency fostered by the negotiation, mum often admits that their
assiduousness is an attempt at self-actualisation in a household unit where their
contributions are not recognised or appreciated. Work, it has been established,
plays a fundamental role in personal identity construction (Frayne 2016), and
despite the full-time work of many of the strikers coming in addition to the
domestic labour they undertake, neither appears appreciated by the spouse. When
the striker’s domestic labour is not demonstrably recognised as work, despite it
obviously happening in front of the spouse, they are cruelly denied a sense of self.
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However, we would do well to interrupt this line of reasoning. Followed through,
it would suggest that housework justifiably actualises the domestic labourer,
strengthening the assertion — endlessly convenient to capitalist value extraction
— that unwaged housework is an ‘act of love’, an inherently rewarding pursuit
because of its caring qualities. As such, ‘love places limits on the refusal of
emotional and reproductive labour’ (Gotby 2019: 100), and ‘it is largely women
who are left sleepless, harried, and starved of a life beyond the demands of caring
for others’ (Hester and Srnicek 2023: 85). If we are to agree with Hester and
Srnicek’s suggestion — indicative of the wider post-work project — that liberation
is to be found in ‘temporal sovereignty’ (2023: 166), the Faustian arrangement
of the domestic labourer selling their soul to housework in return for validation

is doomed to fail. We can see this in Shaun’s lamentation that, despite trying to
endear himself to his stepfamily through taking on the cooking and cleaning, “the
girls don’t listen to me” (S2E4).

Part of the solution, argued both by Hester and Srnicek and the mums—on-—strike,
is to be found in ‘sharing necessary labour...essential if we are to ensure that all
have the capacity to develop their own projects of freedom’ (2023: 167). Mums
on Strike’s negotiation process, and the prior imposition of the list, suggests that
necessary domestic labour can never be truly fulfilling by virtue of its heteronomy
— it is only when activity is self-directed that it can be enjoyable (ibid.: 156). As
such, the act of minimising housework (‘Reduce’) becomes particularly important.
Hester and Srnicek indicate this possibility in their discussion of domestic
standards:

As women have moved into the workplace and men in mixed-gender households
have neglected to ‘pick up the slack’, it would seem that the standards for what
constitutes an acceptably clean house have diminished. Many have ceased to
prize the pristine and immaculate home of the 1950s ideal and have instead found
themselves at home in the rather more dishevelled and lived—in domestic spaces
of today. (2023: 59)

This might suggest that, with normative pressures towards a spotless home
reduced, and household members operating on the premise of an equitably
shared workload, a constructive attitude towards work—reduction can be taken,
leading to a comfortably liveable and less onerous domestic environment for all.
However, the first part of the passage also indicates where this can fall down - in
Mums on Strike, the minimisation of domestic labour is predicated on recoghnition,
represented by a promise to pick up the slack, even if it means to acceding to
seemingly excessive domestic standards. Although work ought to be reduced
before it is redistributed, mum (understandably) requires the other members of
the household to dedicate themselves unconditionally to redistribution, before
re—evaluating standards. In Series 2, Episode 3, despite mum Nicole coming
home (the presumably available choice to stay in the hotel for longer has not yet
been taken in the show), a feeling of ill-usage builds when the initial conversation
devolves into her husband Mike churlishly criticising her use of houseproudness as
an emotional crutch. The audience is left with the distinct impression that, for this
family, nothing will change.
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As much as we should advocate for the constructive reduction in standards to
equitably increase temporal sovereignty, the warning from the Mums on Strike

is that this can only be achieved through the recognition of mum’s unsung
contributions. Although the valorisation of housework risks inculcating the work-
centred maxim that toil and drudgery become us, it appears to be the fundamental
crux of Mums on Strike’s emotional narrative. When the primary domestic labourer
is “seen” by the whole household, housework no longer need be an emotional
crutch. A turning point is reached, from which the realm of necessary tasks can be
reduced.
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