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Sex work has been part of my personal
and intellectual life for nearly five years.
As a Master’s student I studied 19th-
century medical and psychiatric ideas
about female prostitutes in France, and
a year ago I started doing sociological
interviews for a doctorate. My
knowledge of sex work also comes from
my own experience as a sex worker for
the past three years and my activism
with STRASS, the French sex-worker
union founded in 2009.

From my reading I realised that
medical and psychiatric notions have
been central to how people think about
female sex workers, both in the 19th
century and today. Medical ideas about
the dangers of sexual contagion in
public spaces in France were already
abundant when AIDS appeared. The
model of prevention we hear about now
is similar to the one that linked moral
concepts of sexuality with health in the
19th century.

19th-Century Knowledge

At that time, medical knowledge was
very homogeneous, all coming from
educated men of the privileged classes.
These doctors’ medical principles
actually reveal their fantasies and
stereotypes about women, the working
classes and sexuality. They warned
men, especially bourgeois men

who read medical treatises (formal
published texts), against the dangers of
extramarital sex, commercial sex and
sex outside their own social class. These
medical men believed in a supposedly
obvious link between immorality and
disease, both mental and physical. They
presented female prostitutes as a threat
to the population while ignoring the
very real dangers these women were
exposed to.

Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, Medical Inspection at the Rue des Moulins Brothel, 1894/
TE— P EHTETIRE, 18944

During the last five years I have been
disturbed by the fact that in France
most people still take for granted that
sex work is a high-risk activity in terms
of HIV. After studying 19th-century
medical history on French prostitution,
I realised that ideas about syphilis were
like those about HIV today.

Pseudo-scientific Ideas

In spite of numerous studies that have
proven that sex work and sex workers
do not cause AIDS, the public mind
is still filled with pseudo-scientific
ideas about dangerous prostitutes’

bodies. The public is still afraid of
moral contagion from paid sex and
still links immorality and disease. It is
common, for instance, to hear, even
from the medical community, that
the more sexual partners you have (in
particular, strangers and people who
pay), the more you are likely to get
sick. The assumption seems to be that
monogamous sexual relationships and
fidelity are the safest sex practices.

For those who believe homosexuality
is a sin, the fact that the first cases of
HIV were detected in homosexuals
made the disease seem like a
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punishment for immorality. Stereotypes
about homosexuals revived old beliefs
equating disease and immorality,

and the link between HIV infection

and ‘abnormal’ sexual practices was
reinforced in the public mind. Even if
no epidemiological studies in France
have demonstrated the prevalence of
HIV in sex workers, pseudo-scientific
notions about the risk of contamination
by prostitutes began to circulate in the
late 1980s. It is striking also that the risk
of contagion has always been presented
as a threat to men, especially in relation
to female street sex workers, who

seem to symbolise sickness, depravity
and danger.

How People Talk about Disease

My doctoral work studies the

social representation of sex work in
contemporary Paris and Montreal,
Quebec, which means the system of
values and ideas people express when
they talk about it. I am just at the
beginning of this work, and most of my
reading has been legal and academic,
especially French. But the fieldwork I
am doing now is in Montreal. I started
by interviewing ten people in Montreal
whom I found through advertisements
I placed on Internet classified websites,
asking for anyone interested in helping
me study social representations

of sexuality.

I advertised in order to meet people
at random, and, although I did not
specify that my special interest was
prostitution, two of the men who agreed
to talk to me had been clients of sex
workers. Both of these mentioned les
rumeurs (rumours) about female street
prostitutes, who were supposed to be
moins protégées (less protected) and
dégotitantes (disgusting), while escorts
were supposed to be vraiment surveillées
(really watched and controlled)
by owners of clubs or pimps and
therefore ‘cleaner’.

When I arrived in Montreal in May
2012, the Conseil du statut de la femme du
Québec (the Women’s Council of Quebec)
had just published its 2012 report on
prostitution, which said it is necessary
to stop considering prostitutes as
criminals but also to abolish the
sex industry. Since the provincial
government uses the Conseil’s reports
to conduct policy, I wanted to interview
two women from the Conseil, the
director and the author of the report.

I wanted to know why they spend so
much time trying to abolish sex work,
why they believe in abolitionism and
where they got their knowledge about
sex work. Both of them said that female

street sex workers are vraies épaves (true
wrecks), victims of violence and disease.
The other six persons I interviewed

(one trans person, three men and two
women) were very diverse in their
lifestyles and ideas about sexuality, but
all of them had negative perceptions of
street sex workers that came from the
media - from television in particular.

Sex-worker Activism

Protecting the public from syphilis and
AIDS has always been the excuse for
forbidding sex work in both France

and Quebec. I was a spokeswoman for
STRASS in 2011 when the media were
reporting about proposals to reopen
brothels in France, where they have
been forbidden since 1946. I tried to
explain to journalists how sex workers
are discriminated against by the
traditional obligations of brothel work
(mandatory testing for diseases and
registration as prostitutes), but all that
appeared much less important to them
than the idea of Public Health. They are
willing to sacrifice a whole community
for the supposed benefit of other
members of the population, just as they
were in the 19th century.

In France and Quebec, as in most
places in the world, sex workers actively
promote HIV prevention by requiring
clients to use condoms and knowing
more about safe-sex practices than the
general population. Many sex-worker
organisations, such as Stella (a group
founded in 1995 in Montreal) are run by
current or former sex workers. These
organizations say We are not the problem.
We are part of the solution.

Since the 19th century, moral
stereotypes about prostitution have
remained much the same. The
new abolitionism, an international
movement influential in both France
and Canada, sees AIDS as one of
the multiple bad consequences of
prostitution. Improving the working
and health conditions of sex workers
is considered less important than
making the sex industry disappear.
These politics tend to worsen working
conditions for sex workers and to put
women in danger of contagion, rather
than protecting them.

About the author

Tiphaine Besnard’s book Les Prostituées a la
Salpétriére, published in 2010 by ’'Harmattan,
describes medical and psychiatric ideas about
female prostitutes in Paris at the end of the 19th
century.

Contact: tiphainebesnard@gmail.com
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