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Abstract

This piece of writing seeks to extend the understanding of the
politics associated with sexual labour and sex work. This paper
attempts to understand how stigma as a fundamental mechanism
along with other mechanisms of patriarchy help to maintain the
exploitations of women’s reproductive labour as well as on sex
workers generations after generations. Although from the last
some decades, many started advocating sex work, talking and
writing more about sexual labour, yet there exist little focus on
the issue of stigma which primarily resist the acceptance and
development of the conditions of women and sex workers
particularly at the grass root levels. This paper will fill this gap. It
will help us to have a more clear understanding of the politics of
sexual labour and its inter-connections with sex workers.
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On 26th May 2022, the Supreme Court of India declared sex work
as a profession and provide certain significant directions which upheld that
sex workers should also treat equally under the law and has the right to live
with dignity (Rajagopal, 2022). This is not for the first time that Indian courts
have provided favourable landmark judgement towards sex workers. Back
in 2011, the Budhadev Karmaskar vs State of West Bengal case the supreme
court ratify the Article 21 of the Indian constitution ensures the right to life
and livelihood of sex workers (Supreme Court of India, Budhadev Karmaskar
vs State Of West Bengal on 14 February, 2011, n.d.); in 2019 the Calcutta
Hight Court stated that prostitution is not prohibited under the Immoral Traffic
(Prevention) Act (ITPA), 1956 and stated that sex workers or their clients
cannot be accused unless there is substantial evidence of financial exploitation
or she was a ‘co-conspirator’ in the crime (Times News Network, 2022); in
September 2020, the Bombay High Court again validate that sex work cannot
be a criminal offence and women have a right to choose their profession.
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The court ordered the immediate release of three women sex workers, who
were jailed at a state correctional institution (Jain, 2022). However, legal
protections are important and therefore most of the activists-people fight for
legal rights for an assurance that they can reach the court of justice and they
can work for their development along with a hope that with time social outlook
will change. But the question here is that even after more than a decade of
the implications of ITPA (not criminalise sex workers for their profession)
and a series of judgements of the Indian Courts, why sex work is still
stigmatised— sex workers have been continuously facing moral policing,
media insensitivity (there are many recent regional and national news items
where sex work regarded as immoral and forbidden business), cases of police
harassments and harassment from clients. As the review of the literature
related to sex, sexuality, and identity help us to understand that whatever is
going on in our surroundings is not operated in vague rather socio-political
forces shaped and connects in important ways to relations of power around
class, race, and, especially, gender. This is not exceptional in the case of sex
work and the answer of the above mentioned question can only explore in
the light of the politics of sexual labour.

Let  me ask certain basic questions — why does the first night of
marriage regulate the life of a woman? Why should women protect her
virginity till her marriage and also glorify the norms associated with this
practice? Why are discussions about sex and related issues stigmatised?
Why sex work is stigmatised and not the ‘marriage’?

There is a bundle of questions and the answer leads us to the same
issues— patriarchy and its associates. The first night of marriage is not an
ordinary night that a woman spends in her life, but it is the night, through
which the main purpose of marriage as a part of the larger structure of
production and reproductions of the patriarchal family has been fulfilled. It
ensured sexual intercourse between heterosexual people to secure the natural
procreation processes of children. It is important for the foundation of the
building of the institution of the family and henceforth marriage has been
celebrated and glorified in most of the culture. However, the question arises
here is that if giving birth of children or the procreation of family is the only
aim of the institution of marriage, then why do some heterosexual marriages
are celebrated and others are not even approved or snatched life of many by
their families as well as the communities?

Because, simply the procreation of family is not the only aim of the
institution of marriage rather to perpetuate a particular form of patriarchal

family— a family which should have pure blood family lineages and an
undisputed descendants of private property and further to maintain the purity
of the crucial identities of caste, race and religion (Engels, 2010; Menon,
2012: 4). Therefore, the first night of marriage has been performed under the
socio-sexually restrictive values and socio-sexual conditions. Although the
families in Indian society as a patriarchal institution have already been founded
on the norms of hierarchical caste, race and religion, but, marriage is the
main mechanism through which these hierarchical structures can
unquestioningly sustain, maintain and reproduce itself. As a result, it became
essential to strictly policed and control over women’s sexuality and their
sexual activities. Menon (2011) also added in this context that as an only
‘motherhood is a biological fact and fatherhood is a sociological fiction’
henceforth, in the absence of any method to confirm by a man that whether
a child is his or not, he left with the only one method that is to control her
sexuality (Menon, 2012: 7).

Moreover, in order to maintain control over women’s sexuality,
monitoring or directing the first night of marriage is not enough. Rather, it
requires a more acute and continuous surveillance. Therefore, there has been
introduced a number of mechanisms, which are dedicated to the larger
structure, that materially and ideologically ensured to enforce permanently
the socially fixed or desirable sexual identity of women. Such mechanisms
fundamentally included the practices of virginity, chastity and widowhood.
These practices functions both at the level of ideological and material
arrangements to perpetuate, shaped, reshaped or imposed the idea of ‘good’
or ‘pure’ women, which define that a good woman should not involve in
sexual relations outside marriage. Therefore, marriages outside or with the
people of wrong caste or religion or clan have not only faced social disapprovals
and harassments (Menon, 2012: 4; Lavaud & Mitchell, 1949; Arya, 2019;
Ahuja, 2016) but violence has also been unleashed on those who were unable
to prove their virginity during marriages and sexually intimate or assume to
be involved outside the marriage.

The anxiety around protecting these above-mentioned carefully
constructed patriarchal identities are one of  the fundamental reasons behind
resisting sex workers. Most obviously, because sex work poses a direct
threat to this carefully constructed legitimate direction of social order. As
studies on the identities of sex workers have aptly claimed that within the
ambit of the sex work industry sex workers, despites of their vastly different
socio-cultural background, including caste, class, race, sex, clan and religion,
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provide services to a range of customers across all the strata of society
(Fitzgerald, Elspeth, & Hickey, 2015; Banerjee, 2011). Such activities or
practices of these heterogeneous groups of sex workers have the potential
to make them fragile or pose a threat to the purity of the crucial hierarchical
identities and the arrangements of naturalised pure blood descendants.
Therefore, the watchmen of patriarchy are scared, because if these
practices were adapted by us, the house of patriarchy will vanish. Hence,
Goldman said, “to the moralist prostitution does not consist so much in the
fact that the woman sells her body, but rather she sells it out of wedlock”
(Goldman, 1911: 183-200).

The control over women’s sexuality is not only crucial to
procreations of the family and hierarchical identities, but also essential to
maintaining the economy. Women are responsible for domestic labour,
including cooking, cleaning, child rearing and caring practices (Menon, 2012:
19-21; Kotiswaran, 2012: 58) along with satisfy their husband’s sexual and
emotional need— the labour which is hidden and an open secret that goes
into making men capable of working day after day and further it produces
available cheap labour force. Over many decades a range of scholars proves
in the context of the domestic labour debate that housewife’s reproductive
labour has been benefitting or buttering capitalist mode of production of
producing surplus value. Even during 1970’s materialist feminists refined
the theories of women’s labour and they delineated with increasing clarity
the contributions of domestic labour to the capitalist economy. They argued
that housewives were in fact exploited by productive workers, who through
their reproductive labour produced surplus value of the capitalist mode of
production rather than simply benefiting the capitalist mode of production
through the reproduction of labour power (Kotiswaran, 2012: 57). Ironically,
even though feminist within the spectrum of domestic labour debate demand
wages for women’s reproductive labour, yet the definition of reproductive
labour has not included the sexual and emotional labour that a woman
performed within her marriage often on a daily basis. These sexual and
emotional services not only reproduce the labourer but also essential for
sound mental or emotional health, that impact productivity at the workplace.
When there is a whole structure of unpaid labour that complements and
produces the surplus value for the economy, then the sexual and emotional
reproductive labour cannot be considered as private. Emotional and sexual
labour also consumes time, energy and has a market value, unlike other
work; it is what keeps the economy going on.

 It is also hard for feminists to seriously disagree that patriarchy and
capitalism are the twin structures that together make super-exploitation over
women. On one hand, when the economy is important to access political
rights and on the other hand to grab both economic and political rights, work
is essential. But in order to obtain a broader picture of what was and is
(considered) work in capitalist society, nobody can ignore its gendered
dimensions. One of the main reasons behind the poverty of women throughout
the world is the inequality of gender division of labour and households is still
more than just the sites of female invisible and undervalued activities. Despites
of women invested all her productive years and restless energy in reproductive
labour, but, it still largely remains unpaid, unrecognised and invisible. From
the childhood level women are learning to limit their ambitions; engaged in
the training of being a good wife and a good mother (Menon, 2012; Bagchi,
1993; Sharma, Pandit, & Sharme, 2013). It is hard to identify when a woman’s
childhood is ending and the preparations of her mental universe for married
life begins, let alone the life of a child bride. The whole life of a woman was
depleted on fulfilling the desirable expectations and duties of these roles.
Moreover a woman who learned nothing but only the skills to be a socially
desirable wife and mother; forced or coerced to involve in marriage, who
has no right on her natal home, has to permanently moved to her husband’s
house after her marriage with little rights over her ‘self’ and in such a situation,
her sexual self, which was veiled, secluded through a long term strict
socialisation process practices only as a private affairs provides a very tight
space. Even more specifically, women have no sexual identity within their
marriage, they were a mere sexual object for their husband to fulfill their
husband’s sexual desires and produce the descendants of his family and
private property. One of persuasive instances recognised by the feminism of
sexual exploitations in this discourse was the invisible sexual harassment in
marriage or marital rape that shows the lack of sexual liberty of women
within their marriage.

The presence of sexual double standard that reinforce the
stereotypical ideology that is men are initiator or experts in sexual intercourse,
whereas women are expected to refuse sex, acting as sexual gatekeepers
and limit setters (Elloitt & Umberson, 2008; Crawford & Popp, 2003; Espin,
1997) restricted women to enjoy or express sexual pleasure even within their
marriage. It also replicates that merely having no prior sexual intercourse is
not enough to elicit from negative evaluations, women also cannot allow
herself to experience sexual pleasure (Espin, 1997; Crawford & Popp, 2003)
otherwise, they would be doubted as unchaste. Such double standards of
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sexuality lead women to sacrifice their sexual desire and autonomy to sacrifice
in exchange for social desirability and further labelling or inserted such ideas
becomes part of a continual attempt to limit their sense of sexuality and
identity. It resulted that as a woman who only engages in sexual activity
when her husband wants, became disconnected from her own sexual desires.
It also reveals that because of the presence of such continuous resistance of
women in their own sexual desire, the sexual intimacy between men and
women within the institution of marriage can be one sided and in such cases
it is the men, who enjoy the sexual pleasure.

On the contrary, the growing research on sex worker identities
evidenced that the identity of a sex working woman facilitates at least some
limited space both for earning by performing sexual labour and realising their
sexual self. Many sex workers find sex work as one of the better income
source or livelihood options compared to the other kind of work available to
them (Kotiswaran, 2011; Menon, 2012: 180-181; Kotiswaran, 2012; Sahni &
Shankar, 2011; Bhattacharya, 2011). Sex work offers women reasonably
some kind of independent livelihood and further it may provide more income
and more control over one’s working conditions than many other jobs available
for a woman, especially those who have nothing but only trained to be a good
wife and good mother (Coumans, 2013; Kotiswaran, 2011; Menon, 2012;
Kotiswaran, 2012). A number of sex workers have not only found sex work
as a more lucrative, but also as a space to explore their socio-sexual self. As
Carbonero and Garrido aptly claimed that the blossoming sex work industry
has been offered diversity services to their clients, where sex workers also
can reshape the boundaries of intimacies (Carbonero & Garrido, 2017), which
are otherwise preserved for non-commodified space. They termed these
services as ‘girlfriend experience’ (Carbonero & Garrido, 2017). Further,
Elizabeth Megan Smith, in her research on sex workers in Victoria, Australia
also shows that sex workers experience sexual pleasure and explore their
sexual self at the workspace (Smith, 2017). The presence of such evidence
shows that the emotional labour that is deployed by the sex workers in relation
to their clients has been changing the boundaries of intimacies, care and
affections, which are often regarded as non-commodified and preserved for
the private sphere. Further, it also explored an emotional, cultural discourse,
where sex workers shape their working space for their self realisation and
happiness.

If one day every woman realises the value of their labour and wakes
up and stops providing these reproductive services, then it will work as like

throwing a big piece of stone in the glass house of capitalism. Further,
patriarchy and its obsequious is fearful that if we provide recognition to the
sex workers and their sexual labour than it might be open the path when the
married women, women in love-relationships, domestic helper, women in
public services and in so many other role, where women provide the sexual
and emotional services freely and unquestioningly; understand the value of
their labour and raise their voice for their rights the existence of patriarchy
would be shaken. Because of the threats posed by the identity and activities
of sex workers to the distinctive patriarchal arrangements of socio-cultural,
political and economic codes, the resistance or oppositions towards sex
workers are more acute, severe or aggressive and often violent. Therefore,
along with stigmatising sex work and sex workers, have more than one sexual
partner or have male friends, talking about sexual activities or issues and
many times pronouncing the therm ‘sex’ in public space are also been
stigmatised.

Working as a sex worker for a woman in a patriarchal society, like
India, is not as straightforward as it seems to be. Several researches showed
the picture of heterogeneous threats, nuisance, violence and harassment
experienced by sex workers, including police harassment, moral policing,
surveillance and violence from customers, pimps and third parties (Barnard,
1993; Karandikar & Gezinski, 2012; Fick, 2006; Bungay & Guta, 2018;
Deering, et al., 2014; Church, Henderson, Barnard, & Hart, 2001). Further,
they have been stigmatised as whore, bitch, sluts, sinners and social misfits
and that affects their both physical and psychological health. At the same
time being born and grown up in a patriarchal family and society, female sex
workers have also experienced or internalised the values and morality
associated with their sexual identity; morality of chastity and virginity. After
all, the whole life of a woman is a one long regulation to achieve the single
goal that is to get married and become a good mother and wife and sex
worker’s life is not exceptional from it. Therefore, sex workers, while
transgressing their socially desirable role, produced tremendous guilt, shame
and fear among them (Sanders, 2008; Goffman, 1963). Such stigmatised
nature of the sex work and the negative emotions associated with it further
affected sex worker relations with their labour and their self identity. Indeed,
this could be a reason behind that all the poor women did not choose sex
work as an option for their livelihood.

Despite the moral panic surrounding sex work and the identity of
sex workers, a large number of individuals engage in sex work globally, and
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this number is increasing day by day (as shown in the survey conducted by
the National Aids Control Organisation). It is also a bitter truth that many of
them experience torture, exploitation, harassment, and various forms of
discrimination based on factors such as caste, race, religion, widowhood, and
unchastity, among others. Under such conditions, they are forced to live a
derogatory or demeaning life and are either compelled or coerced to provide
sexual services for their livelihood.

The patriarchal structure is aware that with the exploration of sexuality,
individuals have the desire to be sexually active and have active sexual
partners, fulfilling their need for “sex.” Studies on sexual double standards
show that men prefer active and experienced partners for hookups or short-
term relationships. The structure reinforces male sexual desires by promoting
the idea that having multiple sexual partners makes men “studs,” while
stigmatizing women for the same behavior. However, it is important to note
that due to their circumstances, they are forced to engage in sexual and
emotional labor at a very low cost, which prevents them from improving their
financial conditions or fulfilling their basic requirements. This cycle continues,
and the entire system is designed in a way that exploits women in one way or
another. It is crucial to understand that the patriarchal mechanism does not
deny male sexual needs like it does for women; instead, it allows men to
fulfill their sexual desires through their wives and also through sex workers
at a cheaper price. The double standard stigma associated with sexual activity
is a fundamental mechanism that perpetuates the exploitation of generations
of women.

Note: This work is a shorter and significantly revised version of my M.Phil
Dissertation titled Ecology, Identity and Politics of Sexual Labour: A Study
among Non-Brothel Sex Workers, 2021 from Department of Political
Science, Dibrugarh University.
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18th February 2022 marks 39 years of the Nellie massacre, which
occurred in 1983 during the most extremist year of the anti-foreigner
movement (1979-1985). Despite the large-scale killings in a span of few
hours, indicating a high degree of organization (Begum & Patrick,  n.d.), and
having socio-political significance, the massacre received very little attention
in academic and journalistic discussion. While the anti-foreigner movement
has been documented well, the massacre has not been memorized or
documented well. Many saw the incident as an act of self-defense. For
many, the massacre resulted because of the historical loss of tribal lands to
immigrant Muslims, the victims of the massacre (Hazarika, 2000, p. 45). A
few saw it as a result of the culmination of politics, ethnic agendas, and
grave violations of human rights (Uddin, 2015). The existing literatures on
the massacre provide diverse interpretations, producing divergent meanings.
Among all these contesting interpretations or narratives of the massacre,
however, the ‘land alienation’ of the tribals by the victims of the massacre is
the dominant one that received acceptability in Assamese society. In this
paper, an attempt is made to analyze the contesting narratives of the massacre
to find out how far they are based on empirical reality. To analyze the
contesting narratives of the massacre, I have employed the theory of the
Institutionalized Riot System (IRS) developed by Paul R. Brass. In this theory
Brass mentioned three phases of riots: preparation, activation and explanation.

Brass discussed how in India people interpret riots after their
occurrence. He argued that people in India try to construct the meaning of
riot in a way that suits their interests the most. Acceptance of a particular
narrative of a riot by the society determines the human relation and the
power structure of the society (Brass, 2003, p. 10).

The first part of the paper provides the context of the Nellie
massacre- the socio-political situation in which the incident occurred. The
second part discusses the narratives of the massacre developed in academic
and journalistic writings. This part also analyzed how some of the narratives
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