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Sex workers experience extreme violence - at
work, in prison and police stations, in their
neighbourhoods and in their homes, from family
members, police, clients, intimate partners and
strangers. This violence is gender-based.” Male,
female and transgender sex workers are targeted
because they challenge traditional gender norms
and are denied fundamental human rights - to
equal protection under the law, protection from
cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment, and to
the highest attainable standard of health.
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Violence also contributes to HIV risk. Sexual
violence contributes directly to HIV transmission
and fear of violence limits sex workers' ability to
negotiate condom use. For those who have
experienced violence, trauma affects
self-esteem, help-seeking behaviour and the will
to care for and protect themselves.

What is their
hate about?

Ending gender-based violence is increasingly
recognised as a crucial component of the HIV response?
Yet gender-disaggregated data is limited. A recent
review found that few studies understand the difference
between gender and biological sex. Gender is a
structurally and institutionally supported system of
social relations and socially constructed identity.
Without data and research that examines patterns and
differences in experiences between genders, there is
little scope for understanding how gender shapes risk."
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Gender Matters

This article is a gender analysis of one of the first studies of
violence against male, female and transgender sex
workers,” The Right(s) Evidence: Sex work, violence and HIV
in Asia — A multi-country qualitative study conducted in
Indonesia, Myanmar, Nepal and Sri Lanka?’

Traditional gender norms often echo conservative
religious values. They praise strength, sexual experience
and aggression in men and empathy, chastity and
subservience in women, emphasising women and girls’




roles as mothers and carers. Homosexuality and
transgender identity challenge these strict gender
roles. Violence is often used to repress sexuality,
and punish and control those who do not embody
the‘ideal’ man or woman.

Traditional gender norms often echo
conservative religious values. They
praise strength, sexual experience and
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chastity and subservience in women,
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mothers and carers.

These norms are informed by and enforced
through laws that criminalize sex work and
same-sex sexual acts. Sex work challenges gender
roles that seek to control women’s sexuality and
require men to embody heterosexual masculine
ideals. It can be a source of economic
independence, yet where poverty and
criminalization deny sex workers power over the
circumstances in which they work, male sexual
entitlement is reinforced.

Education, economic independence and
entry to sex work

For participants in The Right(s) Evidence study,
harmful gender norms, combined with poverty
and poor access to education, had lifelong
implications for participants’ safety and ability to
mitigate risk.

Female participants had lower levels of education
than male and transgender participants.
Interrupted schooling had long-term implications
for female participants’employment options and is
consistent with cultural norms around girls’
presumptive role as carers and with the low
priority given to girls’education in many countries.
The comparatively high levels of education among
transgender participants appear to reflect the
support for education they received as sons, before
openly expressing their gender identity. The
limited work opportunities many transgender
participants described later in life highlight the
discrimination that transgender people

experience in seeking employment.

The majority of participants in all countries cited
financial independence as a reason for entering sex
work.

Most female participants entered sex work in the
context of separation from an intimate partner. They
were widowed, left with children to care for or forced
to leave violent relationships. Some enjoyed their
independence but providing for children meant
many struggled.

Transgender participants were often forced to leave
home as teenagers or chose to move to the city
where they could openly express their gender
identity, entering sex work to provide for
themselves. While some spoke sadly of the loss of
family relationships, they also described moving
from their hometown as a positive experience.

Male participants generally experienced greater
economic freedom — most had no dependents, higher
levels of education and did not describe discrimination
in  employment. While some male participants
described periods of financial desperation, male and
transgender participants were far more likely to cite
non-financial benefits to sex work.

Many men reflected on their entry to sex work as an
opportunity to explore their sexuality that was not




available where they grew up - same-sex sexual
acts are criminalized in 18 countries in the

Asia-Pacific region including Myanmar, Sri Lanka
and parts of Indonesia’

Financial power impacts on the way sex workers
work. Poorer sex workers, including female
participants who were supporting dependents or
paying commissions to brokers were less able to
refuse high-risk work. Some described agreeing to
provide services without a condom or accepting
violent clients in exchange for a higher rate.

Work settings in a changing industry

Where participants worked differed by gender and
had clear implications for risk and policy responses.
Male and transgender sex workers were more likely
to be street-based or do outcall work via the phone
or the internet. Female sex workers also worked on
the street but were more likely to work in venues
and establishments like bars or massage centres
than male and transgender participants.

Street-based work was the most common and the
most violent work setting. The visibility associated
with street work and laws against soliciting in
public placed street-based participants at higher
risk of violence, including from police. Male and
transgender participants were far more likely to be
in street-based work than female participants.

Female participants were more likely to work
through brokers or in venues and establishments
with owners and managers. None of the
street-based male or transgender participants used
brokers. Experiences with these actors were mixed.
Some intermediaries increased protection from
violence by intervening or paying bribes to avoid
police raids. Others contributed to violence by

denying sex workers payment, paying less than half
what the client was charged, restricting
participants’ movement, and forcing them to
provide services to more clients than they wanted
to and to work excessive hours, including while
pregnant.

The mostly male outcall workers experienced
neither the benefits nor the risks associated with
owners, managers or brokers. A few reported
serious violence when they started outcall work but
continued, stating that they had learned only to
visit clients where they felt safe. The likelihood is
that soliciting via the internet and mobile phones is
increasing with the growing availability of such
technologies, highlighting the need for
interventions among sex workers operating in this
changing environment. Over time, female sex
workers may increasingly make use of outcall work
as a means of avoiding paying a share of earnings to
brokers and managers.

Gendered physical, economic, emotional
and sexual violence, with lifelong
impacts

All but one of the 123 participants in this study had
experienced violence. Common experiences
among male, female and transgender participants
reveal the gender-based nature of the violence.
The violence also provides some insight into
perpetrators’ motivations and the need to address
discriminatory laws and harmful gender norms.




Transgender participants described violence
associated with their appearance and directed
at their gender expression. In addition to the
extortion, rape, gang rape, and beatings
experienced by all participants, transgender
participants described violence aimed at
humiliation, including being mocked and forced
to strip in public by police.

Female and transgender participants described
attacks on markers of their femininity. Their hair
was cut, breasts crushed or bitten, genitals
mutilated and their faces hit and burned. These
attacks were aimed at disfigurement, enabling
perpetrators’ control of sex workers’ livelihoods
and sexuality by preventing their return to work
until injuries healed or hair grew back.
Transgender participants were also denied the
ability to express their gender identity. This
violence was often perpetrated by male intimate
partners, who increased their control over

sense of entitlement among perpetrators in all
countries to punish male, female and transgender
sex workers for transgressing gender norms.

Male and transgender participants gave more
graphic descriptions of sexual violence than
female participants. This may be because the
attacks were more brutal or could reflect different
gender norms. Female participants described
expectations around sexual purity, and that they
be sexually available to intimate partners at all
times. Experiences with clients who refused to
pay and harassment by neighbours suggested
that female sex workers were assumed to be
sexually available to all men, consistent with the
myth that sex workers cannot be raped. Male and
transgender participants’ graphic descriptions
expressed an outrage not present in female
participants’ accounts and a perception that in
describing the assault the perpetrator, rather than
the victim, would be shamed.
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Figure 1: Sample size by gender category and site
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female partners by undermining the women'’s
ability to provide for themselves.

Male and transgender participants were more
likely to report being raped by a group than an
individual, and more likely to have experienced
gang rape than female participants. Group
violence relies on a shared sense that violence
against a particular person or population is
justified® Laws criminalizing sex work and
same-sex sexual acts, homophobia, transphobia
and strictly defined gender roles supported a

Intimate partner violence

Research that examines sex workers’ experiences solely
through the lens of their work fails to take into account
the impact of violence experienced in other settings.
The people-centred approach in this study revealed that
the majority of participants in all four sites had
experienced violence by an intimate partner. Although
intimate partner violence was most commonly reported
by female participants (more than three-quarters), more
than half the male participants and one-third of the
transgender participants also reported intimate partner
violence causing severe injuries.




Intimate partners were responsible for some of the
most serious injuries reported to this study. In
addition to sexual and emotional violence,
participants reported being beaten, burned,
choked, kicked, slapped or punched in the face,
having limbs broken and being stabbed. The most
severe injuries were reported by female
participants.

The persistence of harmful gender norms
surrounding intimate partner violence against
women was apparent in statements from female
and transgender participants. A few transgender
participants characterised their experiences of
intimate partner violence as part of being a
woman in an intimate relationship with a man.
One participant explained,

The intersection between stigma against sex work
and harmful gender norms was particularly clear in
the context of intimate partner violence.
Involvement in sex work was sometimes the
subject of arguments that ended in violence. Male
participants reported that intimate partners used
laws against sex work and same-sex relations as
threats and to extort money.

Responding to violence in a climate of
impunity

The consequences of the violence participants
experienced included permanent disability and
disfigurement, loss of hearing and sight, HIV
infection, infertility and miscarriage, mental illness,
self-harm and attempted suicide. Yet reporting of
violence to police was low. The Right(s) Evidence
found that police and clients were the most
common perpetrators of violence and that

The Right(s) Evidence found that police
and clients were the most common
perpetrators of violence and that
exposure to police increased exposure
to police violence - whether police were
enforcing laws against sex work, public
order offences used to target sex
workers or laws directed at others in the
sex industry
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Figure 2: Criminalization of sex workers creates a climate of impunity for
violence




Far fewer men reported violence to police, and all
were based in Kathmandu where same-sex relations
are legally protected. Male participants cited police
homophobia and fear of exposure as men having
sex with men, in addition to the fear of further
violence and arrest cited by other participants.
Shame and self-stigma also limited reporting by
men in Jakarta.

Despite facing similar disincentives, transgender
participants were more likely to report violence,
perhaps due to the strength of collectivization
within their community. Male and transgender
participants in community networks were able to
articulate their rights with clarity and pride.

The association between their entry to sex work
and the opportunity to openly express their

sexuality or gender identity appeared to create a
positive pathway for collectivization. The level of
support transgender participants drew from their
community was among the most striking gender
differences in this study. For male participants who
described more isolated work and social settings,
formal networks provided an opportunity to
connect.

Understanding gender to improve
interventions for male, female and
transgender sex workers

Stigma and violence against sex workers stems
from the same harmful gender norms as
gender-based violence. Male and transgender
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violence.

sex workers are described as experiencing a
‘double stigma’ - as sex workers and as men who
have sex with men, or transgender people’ Female
participants in this study also experienced a double
stigma, as sex workers and as women. The violence
they experienced in their work occurred within the
context of gender inequity and lifelong
experiences of violence and other discrimination
directed against them as women and girls. Denied
autonomy over their lives and bodies, female

Figure 3: Number of participants reporting experience of violence to the police, by site and gender
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participants were left economically vulnerable and
at greater risk of violence and HIV.

The distinct experiences reported by male, female
and transgender sex workers in this study clearly
demonstrate the need to include men and
transgender people in research on gender-based
violence. But with fresh insights come fresh
challenges. We must design research to raise male

lens, we must not obscure the disproportionate
impact that violence continues to have on women
and girls. Instead, we must engender public health
responses with a clear understanding of gender as
part of the human experience. Without a
people-centred approach to research, we cannot
hope to understand its impact on risk, or to develop
policies and programs that effectively prevent and
address gender-based violence.

and transgender voices, yet, in applying a gender
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