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Decolonizing Sex Work:
Developing an Intersectional
Indigenous Approach

SARAH HUNT

In the early 1990s, I attended my first Valentines Day Memorial March for
women who had gone missing from, or been murdered in, Vancouver’s Down-
town Eastside. There, violence had come to be expected, and police were slow
to respond to the deaths and disappearances of female residents (Cameron
2010). The community’s proud history as the home of vibrant immigrant
populations and the site of diverse social justice and arts movements is often
overshadowed by its current concentration of visible street-level drug use,
poverty, and sex work. As a young mixed-blood Kwakwaka'wakw woman, I
was familiar with the struggle to get attention from police and the media about
the violence in our communities. This was not unique to the Downtown Eastside
but was prevalent in rural and urban on-reserve and off-reserve First Nations
communities. In my late teens, my passion for breaking the silence about
intergenerational violence and abuse was fuelled by the writing of Indigenous
women that I had been introduced to in university women’s studies classes
(Campbell 1973; Chrystos 1988, 1995; Allen 1992; Brant 1994; Acoose 1995;
Dumont 1996; Maracle 1996).' But that Memorial March made the silences
even clearer for me.

Before the march began, as I listened to elders and families speak about their
lost loved ones, I scanned the lists of names that lined the painted banners. I
stopped when I read the name Sheila Hunt. Until then, the missing women had
been members of a broader community, both Indigenous and non-Indigenous
~ women who were marked as “outsider” by a society that shuns sex workers,
substance users, the poor, and the homeless, among many others. But this

stopped my heart. It suddenly occurred to me that if I were related to thiswoman,
or any of the other missing women, I might never hear about her life because
of the shame and silence in our communities. Women and girls who leave
smaller communities to go to the city and end up on the streets of the Down-
town Eastside are often not talked about. They, like those of us who break the
silence about abuse or who dare to leave a violent relationship, are often pushed
away rather than being supported. At times, it feels that the shame has deeper
roots than the love. From that day on, this added layer of silence informed my
work and became the measuring stick for my ethics and accountability.

Soon after the march that year, I began looking for research on the over-
representation of Indigenous women in the sex trade. Surprisingly, I found that
very little work had been done in Canada, at least the sort of work that made it
into written form, such as research, scholarly writing, or community publica-
tions. Due to this lack of research and publication, I became inspired to write
my honours thesis about the colonial stereotypes of Indigenous women that
were integral to the colonial project. The same stereotypes that were used to
justify keeping us confined to reserves, that barred us from cities, prohibited
our spiritual practices, and took away our children, were alive and well in this
ongoing invisibility in the Downtown Eastside. Since that time, I have been
involved in community-based research, program development, and education
on violence, sexual exploitation, and a range of other issues in Indigenous com-
munities across British Columbia. And, since then, both nothing and everything
have changed.

In recent years, increasing recognition has been given to the reality that
large numbers of Indigenous women have gone missing from, or been found
murdered in, communities across Canada. A national study reported that over
five hundred Indigenous women have been identified as missing or murdered,
their cases largely remaining unsolved (NWAC 2010). Awareness about the
national scale of this issue emerged only after the police identified a serial killer ’
in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside and pressed charges for the deaths of
twenty-six of the sixty-seven women officially identified as missing from that
community. The first trial focused on six of the cases, and the offender was
convicted of second-degree murder. Today, many Canadians are aware of the
missing women from Vancouver and the horrors some of them experienced at
the hands of a serial killer. Although we know that not all were Indigenous,
thirty-nine of the sixty-seven were (Pratt 2005). It has become commonplace
for the image of the missing women to be invoked whenever violence against
Indigenous women is mentioned, thus muddling the complexity of their lives.
After years of community advocacy, the police have finally been forced to sit
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up and pay attention as the world looks on. But th 1
endts: tge missing women. What about the v;romen jilfou
sex trade t i in citi
s Commuzieizf; zﬁf;tgg; mda;aes and tovxfns, on highways and street corners,
oot ot v acoss Ca t; af And what is the relationship between violence
oBeredatsex e Downtown Eastside and the broader racialized
e = fm ::nced b?f Indigenous women at a national level?
cesatthe :1;:; aC ;r;evtv to the present and the future, as well as of the injus-
fleesoft Indige;Ous < Hllp er argues fc'>r a shift in the way that sex work is talked
ety T oo munities, I.t is bfised on the available literature and the
g rom my work in this area, and it recommends a series of

approache i i
agp : s that I believe provide a strong foundation for decolonizin i

out sex work; these include centring the voices b
of Indigenous sex workers. ’
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significant legal documents work in complex relationship with the Indian Act,
including section 35(1) of the 1982 Constitution Act, which recognizes and
affirms the rights of Indigenous peoples as pre-existing the formation of

Canada (see Borrows 2010). Indigenous people continue to navigate the rela-
ndigenous law in broader efforts toward

However, as Coulthard (2007) has argued,
Indigenous struggles to gain recognition and justice under Canadian law serve
to reinforce the power of the colonial state, as the terms of recognition are always
set by the state rather than within the terms of Indigenous nations. Thus, given
that Canadian law provides the primary avenue for seeking justice for Indigen-
ous people, some argue that this approach will always have limitations because
of the colonial relationship between the state and Indigenous peoples. Although
the Assembly of First Nations and some individual Indigenous leaders continue
to work closely with the Canadian government, many Indigenous people are
looking to self-affirmation, assertions of Indigenous sovereignty, and the re-
surgence of Indigenous legal and cultural traditions alongside (or instead of)
greater recognition in Canadian law (Alfred 2005; Coulthard 2007; Corntassel
2008) under models of legal pluralism (Borrows 2010).
The Indian Act comprises colonial ideas about Indians, including racistand

sexist stereotypes and ideologies, beginning with the beliefs that Indigenous
rior to Europeans and that women are inferior to men. For ex-
band members could vote or hold office in
band governance, which limited women’s power in band politics until revisions
were made to the act in 1951 (Peters 1998). Further, until 1985, when the act
was again modified, Indian women lost their status if they married non-status
men, whereas non-Indian women gained Indian status by marrying status men
(Indian Act, ss. 20, 109-13). The repercussions are still felt today as many women
and their children continue to be denied status due to administrative and legis-

tionship between Canadian and I
sovereignty and self-determination.

people are infe
ample, it legislated that only male

lative issues.
Ideas about Indigenous people, including Indigenous women’s sexuality,

existed in the colonial imagination prior to contact between Europeans and
Indigenous people in Canada. Colonial agents in Europe imagined a world
available for seizure, settlement, and development, envisioning Indigenous
people as savages who were in need of being saved from their heathen ways,
either byv force or surrender (Williams 1990). As Said (1978) has shown in his
analysis of Orientalism, the European or dominant identity has been fabricated
in relation to representations of racialized Others in order to construct essen-
tialized difference between dominant and marginalized groups.” In the colonial
imagination, Indigenous women were portrayed as sexually licentious savages
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or beasts of burden and were conflated with an imagined colonial landscape
w.hich signified that it was open for settlement (Acoose 1995). Imaginin fn,
digenous people as savage rendered them less than human, allowin seftlers
an.d colonizers to deny them rights and their humanity. Though colorial strat-
olegzes changed over time and space, Indigenous people were often portrayed as
inferior Others in need of being saved for their own good (Francis 1992;,

At a material level, colonial ideologies in Canada came to be rendereci real
th'rough law, violent acts of dispossession, and grounded and embodied coloni-
alism. The Indian Act is one way that colonial ideologies became, quite literall
the ‘law of the land. Colonial measures were justified partially thr(;ugh depictinY)
‘Indigenous women as lewd and licentious, as colonial agents worked to le itinf
ize the constraints placed on their activities and movements (Carter 19983) In
some .au’eas, this included a pass system in which Indigenous women must obt.ain
permission from Indian Agents (federal employees) to leave their reserves
(R.CAP 1996). This 1885 measure, which kept Indigenous women away from
cities, was justified by fears of white settlers and government agents that the
would bring their supposed immorality to virtuous white women or end uy
working as prostitutes. The confinement of First Nations on Canadian reservei
remained until about the 1950s, when Indigenous people bégan moving to

urban areas in efforts to access resources and opportunities. The connectgion
between First Nations people and reserves is determined by the Indian Act
Whic}.l funnels resources and rights through bands and their reserve lands )
Violence and sex were also intertwined through colonialism and the Inéian
Act, as is evident in the widespread sexual and physical abuse in church-run
resiéen’cial schools® Indeed, as Smith (2005, 12) writes, “The extent to which
Nat'we peoples are not seen as ‘real’ people in the larger colonial discourse
indicates the success of sexual violence, among other racist and colonialist
forces, in destroying the perceived humanity of Native peopléé.’ " In the earl
days of Canadian colonialism and settlement, Indigenous women were partnerz
of white men, fulfilling a reproductive and familial role until the arrival of
European women. However, the sexual availability of Indigenous women became
seen as a threat when greater numbers of European women immigrated to
Canada, and in 1921, the House of Commons considered a Criminal Code
amendment that would make it an offence for any white man to have “illicit
con.nection” with an Indigenous woman (Carter 1993). Thus, ideas about
Im.fhgenous women were linked to the powerful technologies of the law, as “of-
ficials propagated an image of Aboriginal women as dissolute, as the be;rers of

sinister influences, to deflect criticism i
ini , rom government agents and policies”
(ibid., 150). ¢ polctes
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The legacy of colonialism lives on, as poverty and unsettled land claims
shape the lives of Indigenous people to this day, with First Nations band gov-
ernance defined and overseen by Ottawa. Interpersonal violence is just one of
the ongoing manifestations of Canada’s colonial relationship with Indigenous
people. Although they cannot replace experiential knowledge, statistics do shed
light on these violent realities. In the 2004 General Social Survey on Victim-
ization, 4 in 10 self-identified Aboriginal people aged fifteen and over reported
that they were victimized at least once in the past year (Brzozowski, Taylor-
Butts, and Johnson 2006).* This proportion was well above the level of 2.8 out
of 10 for non-Indigenous Canadians. In the same study, Aboriginal people were
three times more likely than other Canadians to be victims of violent crime,
specifically sexual assault, robbery, and physical assault; this trend was highest
among people aged fifteen to thirty-four, which was 2.5 times higher than for
other age groups. The 2009 General Social Survey found that Aboriginal women
were three times more likely to be victims of violence than non-Indigenous
women (Brennan 2011), with 13 percent of Indigenous women reporting vio-
lence in the previous year. The mortality rate due to violence is three times
higher for Indigenous women than for non-Indigenous women, a rate that rises
to five times higher for the twenty-five- to forty-four-year-old age group (Health
Canada 2000).

Indigenous people have responded to the racist and sexist stereotypes and
the realities of violence in our communities through writing, art, advocacy, and
other acts of resistance. A number of Indigenous women writers have spoken
back to the stereotypes of squaw, Indian princess, and sexually available brown
woman, as well as the violence justified by these images of us (see Acoose 1995;
Dumont 1996; Maracle 1996).

But has Indigenous women's refusal of these sexual stereotypes resulted in
simultaneously distancing ourselves from women who are working in the sex
trade? We need to examine the moralistic stance against sex work, and the
conflation of sex work with exploitation, to see how we have internalized both
this stereotype and its opposite. Although resistance to degrading and dehuman-
izing stereotypes of Indigenous people is important, it is simultaneously essential
to look at how our responses affect - or fail to affect - the material reality of
violence. In discussions about colonial violence, Indigenous sex workers are

often invoked as nameless, voiceless, placeless victims, in memory of past in-
justices. The remembering and calls for justice are important, but the conversa-
tion must not stop there. We need to move away from positioning ourselves as
advocates for, and saviours of, some disempowered sister-Other and instead
facilitate a process that centres the voices of sex workers themselves. Otherwise
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we risk reproducing the discourses of colonialism that constitute Indigenous
women as without agency.

Bringing Them to Light: Emergence of a Discourse Related
to the Missing Women

Jiwani and Young (2006) argue that historically entrenched stereotypes about
women, indigeneity, and sex trade work confer multiple degenerate status to
the missing women from Vancouver's Downtown Eastside and continue to
situate them at the margins. They suggest that media representations of the
missing women serve to naturalize particular women’s susceptibility to violence,
blaming the women themselves for the violence they encounter. Pratt (2005)
similarly states that Indigenous women are rendered as outside the public life
of cities and outside the realm of law and rights. Despite Indigenous people’s
overrepresentation among the missing women, the issue of indigeneity remained
a side-note in media coverage (Jiwani and Young 2006). As England (2004)
contends, representations of Indigenous women in the Downtown Eastside
oscillated between invisibility and hypervisibility: invisible as victims of violence
and hypervisible as deviant bodies. In recent years, violence against Indigenous
women has become more visible in mainstream media, yet little has changed.

It can be argued that the violence itself has become hypervisible, but that it
does not count as real violence, becauge Indigenous women are seen as less

than human, as unworthy of response; violence is normalized and assumed to

be part of the everydayness of Indigenous spaces. The violent reconstruction

of Indigenous identities as inherently savage - more than racialized and sexual-
ized, but categorically Other, within the broad discourse of Western identity
- is rendered invisible through its naturalization.

Of course, violence against Indigenous sex workers is not {mique to the
Downtown Eastside of Vancouver. Indigenous women working in the sex trade
have been murdered in Edmonton, Winnipeg, and other cities across Canada.
The roots of this violence can be seen in Canadian newspapers from the nine-
teenth century, which indicate a widespread conflation of Indigenous woman
and prostitute, and an accompanying belief that when Indigenous women en-
countered violence, they got what they deseryed and wereqot worthy of police
intervention (Carter 1993). These attitudes are alive today. As noted by the com-
missioner in the inquiry into the murder of Helen Betty Osbourne in The Pas,
Manitoba, the violence of the offenders was justified by their assumptions that
Aboriginal women are promiscuous and have no human value beyond the sexual
gratification of men (Razack 2000). Razack contends that such assumptions
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also appear to be operating when police Tfaﬂ to respon(.i to thetilsgiie:ar::: Oorf
Aboriginal women, as their presumed involvement in prostitu t1 7 is reason
eriough for inaction. Harris (1991) further notes that.repres?n i io of
digenous women are marked by strategic silences, wh'1ch strip t emare e
agency and silence them as victims. Indeed, old ciolonxal ste‘reoti;pes are elive
and well in the images of Indigenous women we see in the media and main

Canadian culture.
Knowledge of Sex Work Involvement: Gaps, Invisibility, and Silence

The hypervisibility of violent acts and the invisibilityhof ;e);f W(zzlzzrisr;hfor;
selves go hand in hand, contributing to the lack of sttalne e korTh ‘ hvélsj o
the quality of life for Indigenous people engaged 1r.1 SeX wor f e lives and
voices of Indigenous sex workers are obscured by d1s.c0u?ses.0 wcd ation
that, on the surface, aim to draw attention to margmahzatxor.x and co o
violence but fail to provide a space for Indigenous sex workers to spea
7 fine their own struggles.
thergse?;ie’;i?i Ciirfcreased awareness about violence again.st szx w?rkers;t ::z
know little about the lives of Indigenous sex workers, which begs 1mp<z oot
questions: What does it mean that Indigenous peoplé are OV?rrepr.esen ef 1X
the sex trade? What might a decolonizing analysis bring to dlsa‘lss%onls- o ;,en
work in Canada, beyond the polarization of debates around decriminalizatio
hition? N
andj;(;};biz evidence from service providers and out~reach Workelrs n;dx—
cates that Indigenous women are highly overrepre.sented in the strt?et— .eve.1 asrelx
trade.’ Although there are few studies on the topic, those that exist lsmz:la ﬂey
indicate a high rate of Indigenous Women’s. involvement: For exampke,— imez
and Lynne (2005) - who take a prohibitionist stance agamst sex w7or inter.
viewed 100 street-based sex workers in Vancouver, a city Whe}ie‘l. piir; o
the population is Indigenous, and found that 52 pe?rcent of t :n pte;rd thit e
were Indigenous. Another Vancouver study (Currie 2009) es 1maI C hat 70
percent of street-level sex workers in the Downtown E‘astmde were Indig ous
women. What is not clear, however, is how many Indigenous women wor
other sectors of the trade, including the indoor i.ndustry. ‘ ; .
Another significant gap in the research and literature is regarding szx V\; "
in rural areas, including reserve communities and (analler towr?s ?n (c;t; t
Research conducted in five rural communities in Bl‘.ltlsh Columbia foun ‘da
formal and informal sex work was happening in pr1v’ate homes, cars, ogts‘l e,
and in motels, through exchanges of sex for transportation and accommodation,
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drug.s and alcohol, and clothing and money (Justice Institute of British C 1
ur.nbla 2006). Study participants, who were mainly service providers, ad (I) -
thh. a history of involvement in sex work, and youth, stated that the ims N
barrier to addressing the heaith and safety needs of sex workers was the gﬁg

Of C()mmunlty leadﬂs aIld p()hthIanS to adnut t} 1at SEX WOr k as occury ”lg mn
W

Conflating Issues: Youth, Sexual Exploitation, and Human Trafficking

As I have argued elsewhere (Hunt 2010), Indigenous sex work has bee
flated with sexual exploitation, domestic trafficking, intergenerational vi I; e
.and the disappearance or abduction of Indigenous girls and women Ii?t et
ingly, and problematically, girls and women are talked about together, .as the;eSt};
th(ley are a single category, which echoes colonial views of Indigenou; e lug
children in need of paternalistic surveillance and control. Althou hioop e
seI:rc.h, suc.h as that by Kingsley and Mark (2000), themselves Indigefous Vrvl;ilreer;
:;1 eonleedez’lst;fz;lsd}.lawng been sexually exploited, has provided some insight into
1gen0us young people who have been exploited, the same has
Taot been done with adult sex workers. Many adult sex workers first bec
mvoleed as youth, which undoubtedly has implications for their adult zune
'wc.)r'kmg experiences; however, a nuanced exploration of this issue has vet ¢ el):
1n1t‘1ated. Instead, children, youth, and women are conjoined as victiYe ; 5
their varying degrees of agency and choice remain unexamined -
Many Indigenous women experience sexual violence, amon.g other for
of violence, on a daily basis. Yet efforts to raise awareness about sexual viol e
}%ave conflated sex work with other forms of victimization. As previousl e,
tl'oned, my own work on this issue emerged from an awareness of the norn}lfarlrilené
violence faced by Indigenous children, youth, and adults, as weH:as the sh -
and silence associated with sexual abuse. Sex work is in’deed situa‘ce; S :Il;r'le
the broader context of colonial violence, but in the conflation of sexual Viv‘;1 e
and sex work, critical and nuanced discussions have been neglected e
In rf?cent years, “human trafficking” has become a growing discou).?se am
acaderr%n:s and other experts concerned with Indigenous girls and women (Sot?)g'
2(.)07; Sikka 2009). In 2009, the Assembly of Manitoba Chiefs, which repre s
First Nations people in the province, initiated a human tra;ﬁckin cfm se'nts
foc‘used on stopping the sexual exploitation of First Nations peoplg 'Hlepalgn
paign @aterial indicates that approximately four hundred children ‘and Can;}; ‘
are being s'exually exploited on the streets of Winnipeg each year, Althy(i)l;l h
the campaign groups women and children together as potential 'vic’cims if
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trafficking, no information is provided regarding the context of adult sex work
in Winnipeg generally or regarding the distinctions between situations for youth

and adults specifically.

Supporting Sex Workers: Responses from Indigenous Organizations

Given the overrepresentation of Indigenous women in sex work, it is surprising
that sex work remains a largely unexplored issue within Indigenous commun-
ities. It is also surprising that sex workers’ rights organizations include little
Indigenous representation. In both sex work advocacy and Indigenous move-
ments, the voices and diverse experiences of Indigenous sex workers too often
go unheard. Of the few Indigenous voices to have taken up the issue of In-
digenous sex work, the ones most often listened to are those who position all
sex workers as victims of colonial violence. For example, the Aboriginal Women's
Action Network (AWAN) in Vancouver has taken a prohibitionist position,
arguing that sex work is inherently violent and that greater legislation is needed
to stop sexual demand for women's and children’s bodies (Aboriginal Women's
Action Network 2007). Further, it claims to speak on behalf of Indigenous
women from both urban and reserve communities across the country (for more
information on AWAN, see http://www.awanbc.ca).

Across the country in Toronto, and in opposition to AWAN’s prohibitionist
stance, the Native Youth Sexual Health Network (NYSHN) and Maggie’s:
Toronto Sex Workers Action Project, Canada’s oldest sex-worker-run organiza-
tion, have partnéred in an effort to support Indigenous sex workers throughan
Aboriginal Sex Worker Outreach and Education Project (see http://www.
nativeyouthsexualhealth.com and http:/ /maggiestoronto.ca). This is Canada’s
first program by and for Indigenous people that centres on a harm-reduction
and sex workers’ rights framework and is located in the broader struggle for
Indigenous rights, self-determination, and sovereignty (Maynard 2010; van der
Meulen, Yee, and Durisin 2010). Indigenous organizations like the NYSHN are
beginning the important work of centralizing the voices of Indigenous people
in talking about issues of sexuality, sex work, and decolonizing our bodies. Sex

_ workers are particularly vulnerable members of our communities, and we must
act as allies by working with and alongside them, listening to their voices and
responding to their needs. We must also assume that we, meaning Indigenous
people and communities, necessarily comprise past and present sex workers,
rather than furthering the gap between a perceived “us” and “them”

At a national level, the Native Women’s Association of Canada (NWAC) has
argued for decriminalizing sex workers themselves and criminalizing, instead,
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those who profit from their work, including johns and pimps, while taking a
stance that prostitution is inherently exploitative - evidenced by their use of
the term “sexual exploitation” rather than “sex work” or “prostitution” in a
statement released during 2011 (Womer's Coalition for the Abolition of Prosti-
tution 2011). However, NWAC recently passed a resolution at its annual general
meeting in support of harm-reduction approaches that both support sex workers
where they are at and recognize that violence is a result of stigma and dis-
crimination rather than inherent to sex work itself, demonstrating a possible
shift in its position (NWAC 2011). The final report from NWAC’s Sisters in
Spirit Initiative, a national study of more than a hundred pages focusing on the
lives of missing and murdered Indigenous women and girls, dedicated only half
a page to the issue of sex work, claiming that it was not a factor in these women’s
disappearances (NWAC 2010). The Assembly of First Nations (AFN) - the body
that represents First Nations people at a national level, including constitutional
issues with the federal government ~ has not concerned itself with sex work.
Although this may be due, in part, to the issue of gendered disparity within the
oOrganization, as only one woman is presently serving on the eleven-member
AFN executive committee, even the AFN’s Council of Women does not include
sex work in the list of key issues that it addresses. It is important to note that
efforts to address sex work generally assume that all sex workers are female and
that those who “exploit” or profit from them are male, failing to deal with the
involvement of Indigenous men, boys, two-spirit, and transgender people in
the trade. As an Indigenous person, I argue that we need to examine what lies
atthe heart of our inability to support our community members engaged in sex
work. Further, we must strengthen our capacity to include this issue among all
the other issues of marginalization in our communities.

The rights of Indigenous sex workers will become visible only if we decol-
onize dominant conceptualizations of sex work and Indigenous women’s position
within its various sectors. As Indigenous people, we have long experienced
being spoken for, misrepresented, and silenced by dominant discourses about
Indians and Others. Why, then, are we continuihg to reproduce these concep-
tualizations in our own communities?. We must advance new frameworks for
addressing violence, while at the same time we must undo colonial notions that
Indigenous women lack the ability to make decisions far themselves, Further,
we must reconcile the reality that Indigenous people continue to engage in sex
work within the context of colonial violence in Canada. As a result of our in-
ability to tackle these issues, Indigenous sex workers, their voices, and their
humanity are rendered silent, The hypervisibility of the stereotypical sexualized
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e Jence
d racialized victim stands in stark contrast to the invisibility and silen:
an

around sex work itself.
Decolonizing Sex Work: Recommended Approaches
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i > Basi ds
Meeting Sex Workers’ Basic Nee ‘
Many Iidigenous sex workers are concentrated in street-level work where they

. . . o
may have fewer resources and lower quality of life than their counterpazjts i 1
o . . .

other sectors. Poverty, homelessness, addiction, violence, intergeneration
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abuse, and other vulnerabilities that are rooted in our colonialist history must
be addressed in an effort to improve the lives of Indigenous sex workers. Poor
quality of life is prevalent in many Indigenous communities, which can con-
tribute to the level of choice Indigenous people can exercise about whether or
notto engage in sex work. This is not only an urban reality. For example, people
in northern and isolated communities who lack transportation may exchange
sex for a ride into a nearby town. Some argue that these conditions have led
Indigenous women - as well as men and transgender people - to enter sex work
without “real choice” Although we must focus on the inequities that put
Indigenous women in positions where trading sex becomes one of few options,
we must simultaneously acknowledge the agency of Indigenous people. Indeed,
addressing the basic needs of sex workers, and all Indigenous people, must be
at the centre of any approach to decolonizing sex work.

Multiplicity of Indigenous Cultural Practices and Beliefs
Locking to Indigenous teachings, we must work within our own communities
to determine the best ways to support people in the sex trade. This means ac-
cepting a multiplicity of approaches based on relationships among people,
communities, and traditions rather than creating one “right” way forward.
Indigenous people have always had their own unique traditions and localized
strategies, which have been more effective and meaningful in speaking to local
inequities than mainstream or government-imposed strategies. The challenge
here is that some Indigenous people find their community leaders to be disap-
proving of efforts to support sex workers. Shifting the power in our communities
might mean not including official leadership (such as the chief and council)
and, instead, starting a dialogue among unpaid supporters, natural helpers,
elders, and others. This work entails identifying individuals who are willing to
listen to the needs and experiences of sex workers and who can act as allies and
advocates. If possible, distinct cultural teachings and principles should be identi-
fied by elders and healers to guide local efforts to discuss sex work in a mean-
ingful and respectful way. We can strive to be guided by our own intellectual
traditions, which are embedded in Indigenous oral traditions: “Understanding
who we are as indigenous peoples, and the ways of thinking that make us in-
digenous, ought to provide the foundation for how we learn to navigate our
way in the dominant culture” (Turner 2004, 66).

Supporting a Rights-Based Approach

Indigenous people have a complex relationship to international human rights
discourses because these have been defined and determined by powerful state
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actors rather than being based on Indigenous worldviews and prn’mlpigs.I
However, international human rights provide broad stanfiarc.is‘ that1 ?re Lzste{ 1;
in advocating for a baseline set of conditions to which each 1ndm.dua is enf itle d
These basic human rights include the right to be free from Y{Olencef, orce
labour, and child abuse, as well as the right to freedom of mobility. Thzs' mean{si
that individuals who are forced into sex work have the right to pretectlolil han
assistance in exiting from it. It also means that those who choose sex Wgr a;:
the right to protection from violence. These state—guaranteed protec' ;(;rslsma
clearly not being upheld in many jurisdictions. Indlgenous comn.mm . de};
also have their own concept of rights, which can be incorporated into broa

developments of a rights-based approach.

Acknowledging Agency and Voice o .
Currently, depictions of Indigenous sex workers as helpless victims contribute

to a social context in which many of them are denied agency anlci '\10155, Z:)t(
agency and voice are imperative in‘rehumanimr.lg‘ people who W(;E tmbe ec o
trade. Agency involves the ability to make dec1§10ns for you;?se ,dc:; © o
sidered as a person with choices rather than ha?fmg thes§ chmcfes eter rined
for you by another individual or state actor. Indigenous views o aglency c oo
quite different from European or Canadian cor?cepts. For CX?.K;p e, stom -
digenous traditions recognize that all living .thlngs have an 1'n eren a;gnece ;
ability, including rocks, the land, trees, and anllmals. These Indlgznoustcinduge
tions of agency are being fostered in revitalization movement‘slan .m\;sdn e
recognition of the agency of all members of our communities, includi g‘ es
workers. Listening to the voices, experiences, and needs of se).( workers requf[rh i
allies to step back and unlearn the stereotypes and ass?mptlons we ca?ry.
voices of sex workers must be at the centre of efforts to %m;‘)rove safety, mc;ease
choice and agency, and humanize their experiences within the context of our

communities and families.

i edom of Mobility .

i‘; zizrt;;?f tirieduce violence against women in broader society as well as in
Indigenous communities, women are often told to stay ho.me, not wear pro?g;;
tive clothing, keep out of trouble, and not put themselves in danger?us pzz fons
(Lonsway and Fitzgerald 1994; Canadian Resource Centre for Victims o o
2009; Patterson 2011). This rhetoric serves to blar'n.e women for the vio eimei
they endure. Restricting Indigenous people’s @oblllw has also beznta cer;el;aix—
component of colonialism, through the creation of reserves, manda 0.1@171 ;
dential schools, and efforts to restrict land and resource use. The rights o
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Hicugenous peoples have been depicted as fixed in the past, at the point of contact
with settlers, and any changes in our traditions have been seen as moves toward
inauthenticity. Anishinabek legal scholar Borrows (2009) argues that mobility
is a fundamental aspect of asserting our rights as Indigenous people. Portrayals
of Indigenous peoples as nomadic or less attached to land and territory (due to
their concepts of property ownership and land use) have been part of denying
their rights to their lands. Recognition of the right to mobility includes individual
and collective rights to resist forced relocation, such as has been the case for
some First Nations in Canada, as well as the right to move freely. It is in this
spirit of asserting Indigenous mobility that sex workers must be encouraged
and supported in moving between and within community spaces. This may
include efforts to ensure equal access to health care, ceremonial spaces, and

family gatherings in urban and rural areas, as well as safe movement between
and among rural and urban communities.

Controlling Our Own Bodies

As discussed above, Indigenous women’s bodies have been violated through
colonization. This has involved the control of our bodies by the state and bya
number of other powerful decision-makers who think they know what is best
for us. The Canadian government has used various means to contro] Indigen-
ous bodies, including forced sterilization for some residential schoo] students
(Haig-Brown 1988; Chrisjohn, Young, and Maraun 2006). Those who want to
prohibit and outlaw sex work are part of a movement to control the bodies of
sex workers, which I see as a continuation of our colonial legacy. As with all
Indigenous people, sex workers must be free to make decisions about their own
bodies, including making money through sexual acts,

Community Change, Beyond Legal Response

Indigenous people know that we cannot rely on the Canadian legal system to
protect our communities and ourselves, The Canadian nation-state was accom-
plished through the establishment of the Canadian legal system, which whole-
heartedly ignored Indigenous law and sovereignty. Law, regarded by the West
as an instrument of civilization, was also the West's most vital and effective in-
Strument of empire during its colonization of Indigenous peoples (Williams
1990). Fighting for recognition and protection solely through Canadian law is
inherently limited given the colonia] history and ongoing power of law. Debates
around decriminalization and prohibition are focused on a legal system that is
inherently oppressive to Indigenous people, as the dismissal of Indigenous
sovereignty and Indigenous law depends upon the perpetuation of “the myth of
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' i ir failure to count
inferiority” (Borrows 2010, 17) of Indigenous peoples and. their faﬂure:[ ; o
aslegitimate subjects. Laws against murder and violence fail t;) prevent the o
e we are
iolati i le of all ages and genders becaus
and violation of Indigenous peop e s st
ithi i Tture that created and maintain g
valued within the dominantcu ; s thelegaloysien.
iminalizati have an impact on the ability
Although decriminalization may : ! the abily of sex workers
i ion, Indigenous women’s relationship di
to seek police protection, onis 1 R
i i ir relationship to justice. Therefore, -
will continue to frame their re > justice. 11 o
ork must go beyond debates about decriminalization, as legal resp;)nses c
y i rkers.
go only so far in providing justice and safety for Indigenous sex wo

Conclusion

i i : dfast
My motivation and inspiration for this work is two-fold: first, gheh steaggne
inati / tors, who have
i determination of my ancestors,
resistance and memory of the . > gone
nce of the generatio
; trength, health, and brillia :
before me; and second, the s . 1 nerations
d back simultaneously, walking
We need to look forward an ‘ ;
kit icipation of the lives yet to be lived. The voices
ingi and anticipation of the lives y :
e et b i heir safety and reduce their
in efforts to improve their safety
of sex workers must be heard in e ! ' ndieduce e
ili igen nd non-Indigenous allies mus
vulnerability. Both Indigenous a Indi . ‘ -
wn hearts and ask themselves how their views and experiences might aff;
O . *3r . . .
their feelings about sex work and their ability to be ef’fe)ctwe alhe‘s M o
Twenty years ago, when I attended that Women's Memoria ba i
’ i i wer
Valentine’s Day in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside, commumtybzlnem er;n
justi i -al public to acknow-
i i tice officials, and the genera
struggling to get the media, jus 10 acknow
ledgigsystemic violence against womien. And though today t};e dommantt medgia
i er, curre
ide is that of an Indigenous sex worker,
of the Downtown Eastside is . ; . {media
and police attention has not translated into changes in the lives of Indig
eople in the sex trade. ' o )
! ?ndeed Indigenous sex workers’ lives remain largely 1nv1s1b§e, and many
h : i ities and on reserves
i i d: sex work in rural communi A
issues remain underexplore “
st be acknowledged and better understood; the role of reserved geographx
anc d be considered in con-
ions i t in band governance shou
and power relations inheren I considered in con-
i i i ommunities; and efforts sho
nection with sex work in these ¢ ' ! be made 19
ili i iders to meet Indigenous sex w
assess the ability of service prov. ! s needs
i - i ses of colonialism
i s perspectives and analy
and to better integrate Indigenou ‘ ol ' "
i ent in sex wor
i izati ther, intergenerational involvem
front-line organizations. Fur . et i sex wore
i nd we must consider the implica
will affect our future generations, a mu cmpications ore
i h and revitalization. On a broad level, we r :
aspects of community growt / "
topbe’cter understand how issues of housing, poverty, trauma, and systema
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racism/sexism/homophobia/colonialism shape the choices facing sex workers
and their ability to assert individual agency. Measures must be taken to improve
safety for all Indigenous people, but particularly those who are at heightened
risk of violence, such as sex workers, children, youth, women, and two-spirit
people. The links between interpersonal violence and systemic colonial violence,
both ideological and material, must be examined in relation to sex work.
Additionally, the voices and experiences of sex workers must be recognized
along with their particular histories, which could include victimization (such
as childhood sexual abuse), while respecting their decisions, agency, and resili-
ence. We have a long way to go in reconfiguring approaches that increase safety
in the lives of Indigenous sex workers. Let’s make sure to put the voices, needs,
and rights of sex workers themselves at the centre of this movement.

Notes

From first contact with Europeans to the present day, the English language has contained
many ever-changing names for us, including Indigenous, Aboriginal, Native, First Nations,
and Indian. In recent years, critical Indigenous scholars in Canada and abroad have begun
using the term “Indigenous” rather than “Aboriginal” when referring to the broad grouping
of First Nations (government-designated status Indians), non-status, Métis, and Inuit peoples
of Canada, as well as for first peoples internationally. The use of “Aboriginal” and “Indian
neither of which were created by Indigenous people ourselves, was perpetuated by the state.
As a Kwakwaka'wakw scholar, I align my work with that of other Indigenous people who wish
to link the Jocal experiences of first peoples in Canada with others around the world, asserting
the shared primacy of our relationship to the lands of our ancestors as well as the international
quality of our political movements. I primarily use the term “Indigenous” in this chapter but
also employ “First Nations” to talk specifically about federally recognized Indian bands and
status Indians. )
Said critiques Orientalism as a constellation of false assumptions underlying Western attitades
toward racialized Others, particularly Fastern peoples. He argues that racist images of Others
are rooted in Eurccentric prejudice and have served as an implicit justification for European
imperialism and colonialism. -
Attendance at these federally mandated schools was optional at first, but a 1920 revision to
the Indian Act made it a requirement for all status Indian children. The purpose of the schools
was to assimilate Indigenous children into white society, in efforts to get rid of “the Indian
problem” (Haig-Brown 1988).
“Aboriginal” is the term used in this government research, meaning individuals who self-
identify as having First Nations, Métis, or Inuit ancestry.
Indigenous men, transgender, and two-spirit people are also present in street-level work, but,
again, the numbers are unclear, and little research has been done in this area.
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Transitioning Out of Sex Work:
Exploring Sex Workers’ Experiences
and Perspectives

TUULIA LAW

For many sex workers and sex work researchers, the topic of transitionin‘g Olllt
of the industry is highly contentious and politically loaded. This contention is
derived, in part, from court-mandated exit programs and prohibitionist fem-
inist efforts to “save” sex workers, particularly those who are street-based, by
helping them leave the industry. Since much of the existing literature focuses
on the exiting strategies of the most marginalized and smallest sector of
the sex industry, street-based sex workers (see Mansson and Hedin 1999;
Woodman 2000; McIntyre 2002; Brown et al. 2006; Canada 2006; DeRiviere
2006; McNaughton and Sanders 2007; Oselin 2009; Ward and Roe-Sepowitz
2009), the term “exit” positions the sex industry as something that needs. to be
escaped, thus overshadowing the diverse labour arrangements and experiences
of sex workers. However, if sex work is indeed a form of labour, as I and other
authors in this collection contend, it needs to be situated as part of the trajectory
of oneé’s working life. Because of this, I use the more neutral term “transition”
to describe the journey from the sex industry to mainstream work.

Taking a sex-work-as-labour perspective to examine the process through
which sex workers shift into other forms of work differs significantly from the
approach of most of the literature, as does looking at the experiences of sex
workers who work in off-street locations. This chapter, then, focuses on the
labour transitions of indoor sex workers, including escorts, dominatrices, and
massage parlour attendants, who are criminalized through their labour activities.
This perspective has been developed through a qualitative study with ten women
from Toronto and Montreal who have transitioned out, or begun transitioning



