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Introduction
CO L E T T E  PA R E N T,  C H R I S  B R U C K E R T,  PAT R I C E  CO R R I V E AU,  
M A R I A  N E N G E H  M E N S A H ,  and LO U I S E  TO U P I N 

Canadian media and justice spokespeople have called Port Coquitlam 
farmer Robert Pickton the worst serial killer in the country’s history: in 
2007, he was found guilty of murdering six women and feeding their 
cadavers to his pigs, and charged with twenty other murders. Pickton 
admitted to having killed forty-nine women to an undercover agent 
sharing his prison cell. Most of his victims were “prostitutes” who per-
formed sex work in the east-end neighbourhood of Vancouver, British 
Columbia. 

Today, Pickton is behind bars, sentenced to life in prison with no 
possibility of parole for twenty-five years. Nevertheless, our collective 
memory remains shaken by this sordid affair, which highlighted not 
only the physical violence that an individual may perpetrate on mar-
ginalized people, but also the violence of prejudices against female sex 
workers. These prejudices still threaten to surface and provide fodder 
for the argument against sex work. This is so true that we actually hesi-
tated to mention the Pickton affair in this introduction, for fear of reviv-
ing repressive attitudes or perpetuating a generalized dominant discourse 
that reduces female sex workers to victims, without pointing out their 
strengths and legitimacy or recognizing their activism. 

In fact, since the 1990s, sex work has figured in the Canadian political 
and media arenas mainly through two victimizing portrayals of this 
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Introduction2

form of work: first, a focus on trafficking in women for the purposes of 
“prostitution”; second, a highlighting of the physical vulnerability of 
female sex workers, brought to light by the Pickton affair. The people 
most responsible for promulgating this attitude promote a vision that 
is predominant around the world, that of prohibitionists and the “morals 
police,” including many feminists who object to “the prostitution of 
women by men.” 

With regard to trafficking in women for the purposes of “prostitu-
tion,” Canada quickly fell in line with the international community by 
adopting laws to combat what has been defined as a problem of ex-
ploitation of individuals rather than the unauthorized migration of 
workers. Very few female sex workers in Canada are known to have been 
victims of human trafficking. In a number of countries, however, mi-
grant women looking for work are regularly confronted with obstacles 
to their mobility: they are not allowed to travel alone, without the ap-
proval of their fathers or husbands, or they are unable to obtain a passport 
or travel visa. These women face prejudices, restrictive – even racist – 
immigration policies, or the outright closing of borders. 

The other issue that has surfaced in Canada since the 1990s is the 
portrayal of sex work through the lens of the vulnerability of female sex  
workers. Behind the tragedy represented by serial killers, there is the 
tragedy of a society that harbours the idea that female sex workers 
“ask for it” when men, psychopaths or not, rape or kill them because 
they are perceived to have exposed themselves to danger. In New 
Zealand, where sex work has been decriminalized, working conditions 
have clearly become safer. So why does Canada let these tragedies take 
place among the most vulnerable female sex workers, those who labour 
in precarious working conditions such as the street? 

The person who may have been Pickton’s first victim disappeared in 
the early 1990s; it took until 2002 for the net to tighten around him. 
Only in 2005 did the Parliament of Canada, at the request of MP Libby 
Davis, form the Subcommittee on Solicitation Laws of the Standing 
Committee on Justice, Human Rights, Public Security, and Emergency 
Preparedness. Dissolved when a federal election was called, the subcom-
mittee was re-formed in 2006, but its deliberations resulted in no change 
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Introduction 3

to the law that might have better protected the physical integrity of 
female sex workers.

Today, it seems that the rights of female sex workers to life and the 
possibility of earning a living are no longer of interest to public decision 
makers in Canada, although three courageous female sex workers recently 
mounted a legal challenge in Ontario Superior Court in an attempt to 
invalidate the provisions of the Criminal Code related to “prostitution.”1 
In the meantime, these provisions are still in force; governmental au-
thorities support initiatives aimed at stamping out “prostitution” and 
renew statutes that, once again, penalize female sex workers. 

To keep these workers’ voices and the defence of their rights and 
interests from being obscured again, we decided to produce this book 
on sex work. Between the five of us, we have accumulated many years 
of activism, and our respective writings have contributed to the develop-
ment of scholarship on sex work on a number of levels. 

On the theoretical level, in a chapter in Traité des problèmes sociaux 
published in 1994, Colette Parent emphasized the need to think of the 
question of “prostitution” from within the world of female sex workers. 
This article broke new ground by addressing the subject in the French 
Canadian scholarly field in the 1990s. Parent asserted the need for the 
fields of criminology, feminist studies, and sociology to revise analyses 
and come up with solutions in collaboration with the principals con-
cerned, and her work inspired a number of studies. On the ethnographic 
level, Chris Bruckert’s research has unveiled the complexity of women’s 
work in the world of professional strippers. Bruckert had been a sex 
worker, and she shed light, from a feminist standpoint, on the fact that 
the female sex worker is in fact the author and not the “object” of her 
experience.2 On the level of Canadian governmental interventions, 
Patrice Corriveau has played a key role as a senior analyst of criminal 
policies in the Department of Justice Canada. In this role, among others, 
he has developed a keen comprehension of the field of criminal policies 
within governmental agencies and acquired solid knowledge of the 
specific issues related to the question of sex work in each Canadian 
province.3 Maria Nengeh Mensah has collaborated closely with groups 
of sex workers in Canada and elsewhere since 1998.4 In particular, she 
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has participated in setting up numerous community initiatives the goal 
of which is to dismantle some of the dynamics of social exclusion that 
sex workers face, including the training of social workers regarding the 
issue. Finally, on the international level, Louise Toupin has discussed 
conventions on trafficking in women and the resulting forms of feminist 
intervention. Her analyses are aligned with the critical reversals in this 
field of activity, which reformulate the problems of “prostitution” and 
human trafficking in terms of the right to mobility and the right to 
work from the point of view of those experiencing them.5 

It is thus from these respective fields of expertise that we share with 
readers our vision of sex work. To date, no book considering “prostitu-
tion” as a form of work has been published in a French Canadian context. 
This is the point of view that we put forward in this book. 

Before we go on, we want to clarify our use of certain concepts. First, 
readers will already have noticed that we use the word “prostitution” in 
quotation marks. It is a term that we feel is stigmatizing, and we have 
decided to put it in quotation marks to distance ourselves from that 
stigma. We prefer the terms “sex work,” “work in the sex industry,” and 
“work in erotic establishments,” which do not bear this moral weight.

Second, the notions of abolitionism and neo-abolitionism have very 
particular significance in the field of “prostitution.” Commonly, when 
the concept of abolitionism is evoked, we think of abolition of slavery 
or of the death penalty. During the second half of the nineteenth century 
in the West, however, this term was used in the debate over criminal 
policies with regard to “prostitution.” This debate was kept in the public 
eye due to government concerns, and abolition was one of the issues on 
the moral reform platform that emerged late in that century. In this 
context, the definition of the word changed. 

As a point of departure, in both the United States and England,6 
feminists fought to abolish the regulation of “prostitution” and eventu-
ally to abolish the sex trade by raising the moral values of all citizens. 
But by the end of the nineteenth century, when the question of regula-
tion was no longer on the political agenda, abolitionists were demand-
ing the elimination of “prostitution” as such. Reformers, including 
feminists, advocated the use of laws that would affect all “prostitution” 
activities by targeting every facet of the trade and all the actors involved, 
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including female “prostitutes.” This moral reform movement was active 
in a number of Western countries, including Canada, until between 
1917 and 1920. 

The neo-abolitionist movement emerged during the first two decades 
of the twentieth century in the wake of the globalization of markets 
and increased migration of workers, including female sex workers, to 
other countries in search of a living. These migrants, the vast majority 
without papers, were vulnerable to different forms of exploitation and 
human trafficking. The issue raised interest and indignation in numer-
ous countries, and the League of Nations was mobilized to fight the 
problem. It was in this context that the neo-abolitionists defined “pros-
titution” as a form of violence and demanded that it be stamped out. 
Casting female sex workers as victims, the neo-abolitionists wanted to 
remove them from the criminal system and proposed criminalization 
of other facets of “prostitution” activities, targeting in particular the 
customers and pimps.

We want to convey the vision of “prostitution” as work, respect the 
voices of female sex workers, and oppose the neo-abolitionist message 
that presents sex workers as victims of pimps or of their own false con-
sciousness. Our book addresses the main elements of the debate in five 
chapters. 

In the first chapter, Colette Parent and Chris Bruckert present the 
current debate on sex work. After giving a brief overview of the historical 
background of the debate, they summarize the main ideas behind the 
two dominant positions and hold them up to the evidence of empirical 
research and the voices of female sex workers. In the second chapter, 
Patrice Corriveau presents the various legal models for controlling 
“prostitution” and their limitations. He advocates decriminalization of 
sex work and deconstructs the arguments advanced by proponents of a 
repressive approach. The third chapter addresses the organization of 
labour in certain sectors of the sex industry (street work, massage par-
lours, erotic establishments). Chris Bruckert and Colette Parent describe 
the skills needed to practise the trade and the challenges that female 
sex workers face on a daily basis, thus opening the door to an analysis 
of the social stigmatization of and impact of laws on this type of work. 
The fourth chapter, by Maria Nengeh Mensah, gives an overall view of 
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the activism and initiatives of female sex workers in a number of coun-
tries, taking as a point of departure Forum XXX on sex work, held in 
Montreal in 2005. Mensah highlights the main demands of different 
groups, the recognition and legitimacy of associations advocating for 
better working conditions, and the potential for alliances between female 
sex workers and other groups. She demonstrates once again the import-
ance of working on this issue with those who are most concerned. In 
the final chapter, Louise Toupin takes inspiration from a series of em-
pirical studies conducted with migrant women since the 1990s and 
answers a number of common questions about the phenomenon of 
“trafficking” or “trade” in women. Often confused in the media with 
illegal migration by women for the purpose of sex work, this dominant 
discourse has harmful consequences for all migrant women, in addition 
to providing fodder for anti-migration policies. Toupin deconstructs 
certain received ideas on this issue and highlights some practices pro-
moted by organizations of female sex workers working directly with the 
migrant women affected.

In the pages that follow, we hope to deconstruct certain myths and 
prejudices and to argue convincingly that it is not only possible but 
necessary to defend the legitimacy of sex work while fighting violence 
against sex workers. 

Notes
 1 In 2009, Terry-Jean Bedford and female sex workers Valerie Scott, fifty-one years 

old, and Amy Lebovitch, thirty years old, asked the Ontario Superior Court to void 
the provisions of the Criminal Code related to prostitution because they infringe 
on the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms. These women felt that they were 
forced to put their lives in danger because the law forbade the opening of brothels, 
which would enable female sex workers to work under much safer conditions.

 2 See Bruckert (2002) and Bruckert and Parent (2007). 
 3 See Corriveau (2008).
 4 See Mensah (2006)
 5 See Toupin (2002).
 6 For the United States, see Rosen (1982); for England, see Dubois and Gordon (1983) 

and Walkowitz (1991).
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