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Towards multidimensional justice for sex workers: redistribution, recognition
and participation  * 

Abstract 
 
In this article, I analyse sex work through Nancy Fraser’s conception of justice in order to situate it within a 
broader framework of social justice rather than treating it primarily through criminal, moral, or labour-
regulatory paradigms. I argue that sex work exemplifies the intersection of structural economic precarity, 
stigma, cultural misrecognition, and political exclusion. Drawing on Fraser’s framework, in dialogue with Axel 
Honneth’s theory of recognition and contemporary feminist scholarship, I analyse how redistributive, 
recognition-based, and participatory approaches can contribute to advancing justice for sex workers. 
Comparative insights from decriminalisation and rights-based frameworks, including New Zealand, Spain, 
and Latin American sex worker organisations, demonstrate that meaningful justice requires more than formal 
legal reform: it demands broader transformations addressing systemic inequality, stigma, and exclusion from 
political participation. The article ultimately argues that justice for sex workers depends upon a transformation 
of the economic, cultural, and political structures that sustain inequality. 

 
Keywords: Sex work; social justice; inequality; feminist critical theory 

 
 
 
Introduction 

 
Debates over sex work have long reflected broader struggles over sexuality, labour, gender, power, and social 
legitimacy, shaped by shifting social, cultural, political, and economic conditions. Contemporary feminist 
debates have increasingly moved beyond reductive moral frameworks to confront the complex ways in which 
sex work intersects with structural inequality, patriarchal norms, labour precarity, migration, and social stigma. 
Rather than constituting a singular or uniform phenomenon, sex work encompasses diverse experiences 
situated along uneven spectra of agency, coercion, vulnerability, and economic strategy, requiring critical 
approaches capable of addressing this complexity (Lamas 2016). 

 
Current discussions remain deeply polarised between competing normative frameworks. On one side, liberal 
egalitarian, decriminalisation, and labour-rights perspectives, including theorists such as Martha Nussbaum 
(1998), Jo Doezema (2000), and contemporary sex worker rights movements, argue that sex work should be 
analysed through labour rights, bodily autonomy, destigmatisation, and broader systemic inequalities rather 
than moral exceptionalism alone. From this perspective, exploitation derives less from sex work per se than 
from poverty, criminalisation, legal precarity, and exclusion. Conversely, abolitionist thinkers such as Janice 
Raymond (2013), Ana de Miguel (2015), and other radical feminist scholars argue that prostitution is 

 

* This work was funded by ANID-Fondecyt Regular Project No. 1260293. 
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intrinsically embedded in patriarchal domination, commodification, and gender inequality, thereby 
questioning whether meaningful consent or genuine autonomy can exist under such conditions. 

 
More recent feminist scholarship has further complicated this divide by arguing that sex work debates cannot 
be adequately understood without confronting the centrality of stigma itself. In particular, Paula Sánchez 
(2022) argues that prostitution is socially organised through the figure of the “whore” as a historically 
produced mechanism of moral devaluation, gendered discipline, and social exclusion, one that extends beyond 
prostitution itself to regulate broader forms of female sexuality and deviance. From this perspective, stigma 
operates not merely as a byproduct of prostitution debates, but as a constitutive political, social, and epistemic 
structure that shapes recognition, legitimacy, and the conditions under which sex workers are heard, 
represented, or excluded. Sánchez’s approach demonstrates that contemporary disputes over abolition, 
regulation, or decriminalisation are also struggles over stigma, epistemic authority, and the social production 
of deviance. 

 
Even these competing frameworks, however, may oversimplify the lived realities of sex workers when they 
rely too heavily on binary distinctions between victimhood and agency, coercion and choice, or oppression 
and labour, as Lisa Maher (1997) and Debra Satz (1995) have argued. In practice, many individuals occupy 
positions along a spectrum of agency and structural constraint. For example, call girls in affluent contexts may 
exercise considerable autonomy over their clients and schedules, whereas marginalised women, including 
migrants or those facing extreme poverty or violence, often experience conditions that render notions of full 
voluntariness deeply inadequate (Norma and Tankard Reist 2016). Recognising this complexity challenges 
reductive categorisations and underscores the need for analytical models capable of addressing the multiple 
and intersecting dimensions of social, economic, cultural, and political injustice that shape sex work. 

These limitations not only expose the inadequacy of binary approaches but also reveal the need to account 
more carefully for the differentiated social locations through which injustice is experienced. Any adequate 
justice-oriented analysis must therefore avoid treating sex workers as a homogeneous category. Contemporary 
research increasingly demonstrates that experiences within sex work are profoundly shaped by intersecting 
factors such as gender identity, migration status, race, sexuality, class position, and legal precarity. Migrant sex 
workers, trans sex workers, male sex workers, and those working under conditions of extreme poverty or 
informal marginalisation often confront distinct configurations of stigma, vulnerability, criminalisation, and 
political exclusion. Since the injustices associated with sex work are neither uniformly distributed nor 
experienced in identical ways, recognising this heterogeneity is essential. Justice claims, therefore, are 
necessarily differentiated. Any multidimensional account of justice must consequently remain attentive to how 
redistribution, recognition, and political participation are differently structured across diverse social positions 
within sex work. 

 
 
 
It is precisely in response to these limitations that the present article situates sex work within a more 
comprehensive conception of social justice that moves beyond purely legal or contractual approaches. 
Drawing on Nancy Fraser’s framework of redistribution, recognition, and representation, I argue that sex 
work must be understood as a phenomenon shaped by intersecting economic, cultural, and political injustices 
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(Fraser 2003, 2011, 2015). Fraser’s approach enables a more expansive examination of legal and policy 
frameworks while also engaging the moral foundations of contemporary debates on sex work. In doing so, 
the analysis brings feminist theory, moral philosophy, and empirical research into dialogue, including insights 
from organisations such as Fundación Margen (Chile) and OTRAS (Spain), whose work documents the lived 
realities of sex workers and advances rights-based policy proposals. 

This argument likewise develops in conversation with a growing body of scholarship that has increasingly 
employed broader justice-oriented approaches to analyse sex work beyond reductive legal, moral, or binary 
oppositions between victimisation and choice. Recent research has drawn particular attention to the 
importance of stigma, recognition, redistribution, and structural inequality in shaping sex workers’ lived 
conditions (Huang 2014; FitzGerald et al. 2020). Fraser’s tripartite account has proven especially valuable here 
by clarifying how economic injustice, cultural misrecognition, and political exclusion intersect under neoliberal 
conditions (García-Granero 2018). Building on these contributions, the article extends existing scholarship 
by applying Fraser’s model, in dialogue with Honneth’s theory of recognition, to examine sex work as a 
multidimensional social justice issue. 

Taken together, these theoretical and empirical contributions support a more comprehensive understanding 
of sex work as a matter of social justice rather than solely criminal law, labour regulation, or individual choice. 
Such an approach emphasises the interdependence of redistribution, recognition, and political representation, 
while underscoring the need for normative approaches capable of addressing the overlapping forms of 
marginalisation, exclusion, and systemic vulnerability that shape sex workers’ lives. Nevertheless, although 
abolitionist perspectives have raised significant concerns regarding commodification, exploitation, and the 
possible normalization of inequality, this article argues that an integrated conception of justice centred on 
destigmatization, redistribution, recognition, and political participation offers a stronger normative basis for 
evaluating the justice claims of sex workers. Rather than dismissing abolitionist critiques, the analysis treats 
them as a serious normative challenge while ultimately prioritising approaches that more directly confront 
stigma, political exclusion, and material injustice. The following section develops this argument by outlining 
the conceptual foundations of Fraser’s tripartite conception of justice and clarifying how Honneth’s theory 
of recognition further deepens its moral and psychological dimensions. 

 
 
 
Theoretical Framework and Conceptual Foundations 

 
Understanding sex work through the lens of social justice requires an analytical framework that transcends 
narrow moralistic or contractual perspectives. Traditional debates have relied on polarised notions of choice 
versus coercion, or victimisation versus agency. While these distinctions clarify certain aspects, they fail to 
capture the complex interplay of structural, cultural and political factors that shape the lives of sex workers. 
Nancy Fraser’s multidimensional conception of justice situates injustice across three interrelated domains: 
redistribution, recognition and participation. This theoretical approach provides a robust foundation for 
understanding sex work as a field where economic and cultural hierarchies interact. 

Redistribution: Economic Justice and Structural Inequalities 



 ARTICLE IN PRESS  
 

AR
TI

CL
E 

IN
 P

RES
S 

Fraser’s dimension of redistribution foregrounds the material and economic inequalities that underpin social 
injustices. Redistribution, in this sense, requires transforming the social structures and institutions that 
generate and perpetuate disparities. Economic marginalisation of sex workers, manifested in precarious 
working conditions, informal arrangements and vulnerability to exploitation, cannot be reduced to individual 
choices. These conditions reflect systemic inequalities that intersect with gender, class, migration status and 
other axes of disadvantage (García-Granero 2018). 

From a philosophical standpoint, Fraser’s perspective resonates with egalitarian thought, including Rawlsian 
principles of distributive justice, which emphasise fairness in opportunities and outcomes (Rawls 1971). In 
applying this approach to sex work, it becomes clear that many individuals engage in sex work not out of 
preference but because of systemic barriers such as limited education, employment discrimination or 
immigration status. Addressing these injustices demands policies that enhance labour protections, expand 
social safety nets and ensure genuine opportunities for economic participation. Redistribution thus requires 
acknowledging that criminalisation and stigma exacerbate vulnerability within the sex trade and that economic 
justice must involve both structural transformation and empowerment. 

 
Recognition: Cultural Justice and the Politics of Stigma 

 
While redistribution addresses material inequalities, Fraser’s second dimension emphasises cultural and 
symbolic forms of injustice. Recognition refers to the institutionalised hierarchies of status, honour, and social 
respect that shape individuals’ capacity to participate as equals in social life. Axel Honneth (1995, 2003) 
similarly conceptualises recognition as a foundational component of personal identity and social integration, 
arguing that misrecognition, whether through disrespect, denigration, or social exclusion, constitutes a 
profound form of social harm. 

Sex workers frequently experience multiple forms of misrecognition. Stigma, moral censure, and social 
contempt not only delegitimise their labour but also restrict access to essential social services such as 
healthcare, legal support, and housing. Such symbolic harms are not abstract; they produce tangible material 
effects, perpetuating cycles of marginalisation and vulnerability. Foundational feminist analyses have long 
highlighted the role of cultural narratives in shaping perceptions of sex work. Pateman (1988), Barry (1995), 
and MacKinnon (1989) emphasise that prostitution is often socially constructed as inherently exploitative, a 
framing that obscures the agency and lived experiences of workers. This moral and cultural framing 
contributes to systemic disempowerment and justifies regulatory approaches that ignore or undermine the 
voices of sex workers. 

The insights of Nussbaum (1998) provide a critical counterpoint: by situating sex work within the broader 
category of labour that employs bodily capacities, she challenges the moralised distinction between sex work 
and other forms of labour. Cultural justice, therefore, entails dismantling stigmatising frameworks, 
reconceptualising sex work as legitimate labour, and affirming the dignity and autonomy of those who 
perform it. Recognition also involves acknowledging diversity within the sex worker population, including 
differences in socioeconomic background, migratory status, and personal motivations, thereby avoiding 
reductive categorisations such as victim or oppressor. Recognition, therefore, is not supplementary to justice 
but constitutive of sex workers’ capacity to appear as legitimate social and political subjects. 
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Representation: Political Justice and Participatory Inclusion 
 
The third dimension of Fraser’s model addresses political inequalities. Representation focuses on the degree 
to which individuals and groups have the capacity to participate in shaping the norms, policies, and decisions 
that affect their lives. Fraser (2005) argues that political marginalisation constitutes a distinct form of injustice, 
irreducible to economic or cultural domains, whereby affected populations are excluded from deliberative 
processes or decision-making forums. In the context of sex work, representation is often systematically 
denied. Policymaking regarding prostitution frequently occurs without the active participation of sex workers 
themselves, leading to regulations that fail to reflect their needs or realities (Serughetti 2018; FitzGerald et al. 
2020). 

Political exclusion compounds economic and cultural injustices. Even in jurisdictions where sex work is 
decriminalised or legalised, the absence of meaningful avenues for worker participation in shaping labour 
standards, social protections, and public narratives limits the realisation of genuine social justice. Fraser’s 
model emphasises that the achievement of parity of participation depends on institutional arrangements that 
not only enfranchise marginalised groups but also validate their claims as legitimate contributions to public 
discourse (2003 36-38). This emphasis aligns with contemporary discussions in democratic theory regarding 
the importance of inclusion, deliberation, and recognition in achieving normative legitimacy (Anderson 1999; 
Honneth,2003). The exclusion of sex workers from the political ‘who’ of justice thus constitutes a 
fundamental violation of democratic principles. 

The comprehensive approach of Fraser is particularly valuable because it captures the intersections of 
economic, cultural, and political injustices in ways that single-axis account cannot. The core argument is one 
of irreducibility and co-constitution: redistributive interventions without cultural recognition risk perpetuating 
stigmatisation, while recognition without economic empowerment may leave material inequalities 
unaddressed. Similarly, political inclusion without substantive redistribution or cultural acknowledgement 
cannot secure genuine parity of participation. Sex work, therefore, presents a paradigmatic case for the 
application of Fraser’s tripartite model, as it exposes the interrelated dynamics of multiple forms of injustice. 

Empirical and advocacy-based studies reinforce this theoretical insight. Organisations such as Fundación 
Margen (Chile) and OTRAS (Spain) document how sex workers navigate intersecting marginalities, 
highlighting the combined impact of precarious labour conditions, social stigma, and exclusion from policy 
debates. By incorporating these insights into a normative framework, scholars can move beyond reductive 
moral judgments and contractual assumptions, offering a robust analysis of justice that integrates empirical 
realities with theoretical consideration. 

Bridging Fraser and Honneth: The Moral Psychology of Disrespect 
 
While Fraser emphasises the systemic dimensions of injustice, Honneth provides a complementary lens 
focused on interpersonal recognition and the moral psychology of respect (a monist approach). Integrating 
these perspectives enables a richer understanding of sex work as a locus of both structural oppression and 
lived experience. Honneth’s theory, based on the three spheres of recognition: Love, Rights, and Social 
Esteem, helps illuminate the subjective harm caused by misrecognition. 
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Misrecognition, whether through social stigma or exclusion from decision-making, has profound effects on 
self-respect, agency, and the capacity for political engagement. A lack of legal rights for sex workers (disrespect 
in the sphere of Rights) erodes their self-respect, while cultural condemnation (disrespect in the sphere of 
Social Esteem) prevents them from feeling valued by society, thereby damaging their self-esteem. For 
Honneth, the emotional and psychological suffering derived from this structural contempt is the moral source 
of political resistance. Thus, a theory of justice for sex workers must simultaneously address material 
redistribution, cultural recognition, and participatory inclusion, while attending to the subjective experiences 
and moral claims of workers themselves. 

From this integration of structural and interpersonal dimensions, I argue that self-respect is not merely a 
residual feeling but a vital moral indicator of justice: when individuals are excluded or devalued, their capacity 
for self-respect is undermined, and that loss signals a deeper injustice (Aguayo-Westwood 2021). In the 
context of sex work, the denial of legal rights, the cultural stigma of inferiority, and the exclusion from 
meaningful decision-making all contribute to the erosion of self-respect—a capacity that constitutes a 
foundational condition for recognition. Such erosion, in my view, both mirrors and amplifies the mechanisms 
of misrecognition outlined by Honneth and the systemic injustices emphasised by Fraser. As I have argued 
elsewhere, the capacity to value and respect oneself is a crucial factor in achieving a significant and flourishing 
life (Aguayo-Westwood 2021), a claim that aligns directly with Honneth’s concern for social esteem and with 
the moral-psychological harms that arise from persistent misrecognition. By attending to self-respect 
alongside rights, esteem, and participation, I aim to deepen the understanding of sex work as a domain of 
injustice that threatens not only material welfare but the very moral subjectivity of those involved. This 
synthesis allows the analysis to retain Fraser’s political economy focus while benefiting from Honneth’s 
explanatory depth regarding the personal harms of injustice. 

 
 
Sex Work and Justice: Redistribution, Recognition, and Participation 

Sex work, as a socially and economically marginalised form of labour, raises multifaceted questions about 
justice. Beyond individual choice or moralistic judgements, it exposes structural, cultural, and political 
inequities. Nancy Fraser’s tripartite framework offers a comprehensive lens to analyse these injustices. Axel 
Honneth’s recognition-based approach provides complementary insights into how status, esteem, and social 
value shape lived experiences. In this section, I examine these dimensions in detail, highlighting how stigma 
operates as a critical mechanism linking cultural denigration to material and political marginalisation. 

Economic Redistribution and Structural Inequalities 

Sex work often occurs within contexts of systemic disadvantage, including poverty, gender discrimination, 
limited employment opportunities, migration pressures, and social exclusion. While some narratives frame 
sex work as a free choice, such accounts neglect the constrained conditions many workers face. Fraser’s 
concept of redistribution highlights that justice requires not only transferring resources but also transforming 
the underlying structures that generate inequality (2003, 80). 

Policies oriented towards redistribution should aim to provide real alternatives for individuals entering sex 
work due to economic necessity, as well as ensure labour protections, social security, and regulation that 
reduces exploitation (Abel et al. 2010). For instance, decriminalisation modelling, such as New 
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Zealand’s Prostitution Reform Act (2003), demonstrates how structural interventions can improve working 
conditions and reduce vulnerability (Abel et al. 2010). 

Furthermore, redistribution entails addressing intersecting inequalities, including gender, race, and migrant 
status. As Federici (2004) argues, the historical regulation of women’s bodies and reproductive capacities has 
been deeply intertwined with the development of economic systems, highlighting how contemporary forms 
of labour precarity and exploitation often emerge within longer histories of gendered economic control. 
Migrant sex workers, particularly, may face compounded marginalisation due to restrictive immigration 
policies, language barriers, and limited access to social services. The failure to address these structural 
inequities can reinforce cycles of exploitation, denying workers, for example, formal recognition as employees, 
thereby denying them workplace protections, collective bargaining, or health coverage. Fraser’s framework 
emphasises that redistribution is inseparable from recognition and participation: economic justice cannot be 
achieved if marginalised groups are denied social and political voice. 

Additionally, systemic inequalities in sex work are exacerbated by societal stigma, which affects employment 
alternatives, access to housing, and public benefits. Pheterson (1996) argues that the stigmatisation of 
prostitution serves a political function, controlling women and defining the boundaries of sexual 
respectability. Redistribution policies, therefore, must consider both material and symbolic conditions to be 
effective. Finally, redistribution also involves international dimensions. Global labour migration, economic 
disparities, and transnational trafficking intersect with local labour markets to create contexts where sex work 
is one of the few viable economic options. Justice-oriented redistribution must recognise these broader 
structures and implement measures that reduce vulnerability, expand labour alternatives, and provide social 
protections. 

Recognition and Status 

Redistribution alone does not capture the full spectrum of injustices faced by sex workers. Cultural and 
social recognition is crucial for enabling participatory parity in Fraser’s terms. The stigma surrounding sex 
work is not merely moralistic but constitutes a systematic mechanism of social exclusion (Goffman 1963). 
Sex workers are often represented as immoral, degraded, or inherently victimised, creating hierarchies of 
status that impede equal participation in social life. 

This stigma has tangible consequences. Access to healthcare, education, justice systems, and public spaces is 
often limited for sex workers, reinforcing cycles of marginalisation. Organisations like AMMAR (Association 
of Sex Workers of Argentina) and RedTraSex (Latin American Network of Sex Workers) in Latin America 
document how policing, social exclusion, and institutional neglect stem directly from cultural devaluation of 
sex work. Gender and class further shape recognition. Historically, sex work has been associated with lower-
class women, reinforcing a patriarchal moral approach that polices female sexuality. Federici (2004) and 
Sánchez (2022) highlight that moral condemnation masks structural exploitation: women’s sexual labour is 
simultaneously tolerated and stigmatised, serving both to control and devalue their labour. 

The internalisation of stigma forces many sex workers to engage in strategies of concealment that go beyond 
the use of pseudonyms. In many cases, they must hide both their occupation and their true identities from 
family, friends, and even health professionals, to avoid judgement and social exclusion. As Jobe, Stockdale, 
and O’Neill observe in their study of off-street sex workers in England, stigma produces “a clear distinction 
between their private and public lives,” with most women choosing to keep their work “hidden from their 
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wider social networks” (2022, 117). Such separation between the public self and the working self exemplifies 
how misrecognition not only shapes external perceptions but also fragments personal identity, compelling 
workers to navigate their lives under the constant pressure of concealment. 

The intersectionality of stigma is particularly acute for transgender sex workers. Trans individuals face 
compounded marginalisation due to gender identity and occupation. As Namaste notes, trans sex workers are 
often treated as “doubly deviant” leading to structural violence ranging from police harassment to social 
invisibility, which justifies their exclusion and violence in the social imaginary (2000, 76). Recognition, 
therefore, requires confronting both status-based and identity-based hierarchies. Legal frameworks interact 
with recognition. Criminalisation intensifies stigma by framing sex work as illegal, whereas legalisation and 
decriminalisation can partially mitigate cultural denigration by affirming the legitimacy of the work. Fraser’s 
notion of participatory parity emphasises that symbolic recognition is integral to justice: without it, sex 
workers cannot engage as equal members of society. Recognition also intersects with redistributive measures. 
Low social esteem limits access to employment alternatives, reduces bargaining power, and justifies exclusion 
from social protections. Effective policies must, therefore, address both cultural and material dimensions, 
ensuring that self-respect and social value are central to justice initiatives. 

Honnethian Recognition: Love, Right, and Social Esteem in the context of Sex Work 

As previously established, the exclusion and violence confronting sex workers derive from a profound cultural 
devaluation of their labour. In this context, Axel Honneth’s framework offers a complementary 
perspective for analysing the impact of recognition deficits on the lived experiences of sex workers. As I have 
already argued, Honneth posits three spheres of recognition fundamental to social justice: love, rights 
and esteem. The relevance of each of these spheres is crucial for understanding the nature of the injustice 
experienced by sex workers. 

Intimate relationships are often affected by stigma. Sex workers may experience estrangement or judgement 
from family, partners, and communities, undermining self-confidence and personal security. Legal 
discrimination and lack of labour rights erode self-respect, as workers are denied recognition as autonomous 
agents with entitlement to protections and justice. Social esteem is compromised when society devalues sex 
work, framing it as morally deficient or socially harmful, thereby damaging the worker’s sense of social 
value or contribution. The consequences of failing to recognise sex work extend beyond symbolic harm. 
Internalised stigma correlates with poor mental health, including depression, anxiety, and heightened 
vulnerability to abuse (Link & Phelan, 2001). 

The political dimension of recognition is equally critical. Honneth’s approach underscores the importance 
of solidarity and social appreciation, which in the context of sex work can translate into collective 
organisation, advocacy, and policy engagement. Organisations representing sex workers actively combat 
stigma and promote rights, demonstrating how solidarity can mitigate the effects of social devaluation. 

In the Spanish context, OTRAS (Organización de Trabajadoras Sexuales) has advanced one of the most 
developed contemporary rights-based interventions through its collective political and legal advocacy. In En 
nombre propio: Ejercer el trabajo sexual con derechos: Una propuesta de despenalización e inclusión en el 
derecho del trabajo y de la seguridad social (In Their Own Name: Exercising Sex Work with Rights: A 
Proposal for Decriminalization and Inclusion within Labour Law and Social Security), Josune Delgado and 
Sindicato OTRAS (2025) argue that the central issue is not the existence of sex work itself, but the precarious, 
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clandestine, and stigmatized conditions under which it is often carried out. Drawing from the perspectives of 
sex workers themselves, the work proposes a concrete framework for decriminalization, labour inclusion, 
social security protections, and the dismantling of exclusionary legal structures, particularly those linked to 
migration and labour precarity. Rather than framing sex work solely through moral or criminal paradigms, 
Delgado and Sindicato OTRAS situate it within broader struggles over democratic citizenship, labour justice, 
and political representation, making their intervention especially relevant to contemporary debates on 
redistribution, recognition, and participation 

Recognition in Honnethian terms complements Fraser’s tripartite justice framework. While Fraser emphasises 
structural and cultural parity, Honneth details how individual and interpersonal dynamics of esteem, respect, 
and care are implicated in systemic injustices. Integrating these perspectives provides a richer understanding 
of how stigma operates at multiple levels. Finally, Honneth’s proposal highlights that recognition deficits are 
relational. Justice is not merely about resources or laws; it is about transforming social perceptions, 
interactions, and norms so that sex workers are treated as full participants in social life, with the ability to 
exercise autonomy and secure their well-being. 

Decriminalisation modelling that combines labour protections, anti-stigma campaigns, and participatory 
mechanisms (e.g., New Zealand) exemplify how symbolic, and political reforms can operate together. 
Conversely, criminalisation or restrictive legalisation often fails across all three dimensions, sustaining 
economic vulnerability, social devaluation, and political exclusion. Addressing stigma requires both societal 
and institutional transformation. Public narratives, media representations, education, and legal recognition 
must converge to dismantle hierarchies of status, while redistribution and participation mechanisms provide 
concrete improvements in welfare, autonomy, and agency. Only a integrated approach can ensure that sex 
workers are recognised as full social, economic, and political actors. 

 
 
Policy Proposals: A Multidimensional Strategy for Justice 

Policies aiming for justice in sex work must simultaneously address structural, cultural, and political 
dimensions of inequality. Based on Nancy Fraser’s framework, it is essential to integrate redistributive, 
recognition-based, and participatory measures to improve the living and working conditions of sex workers. 
The following subsections detail concrete proposals supported by empirical and theoretical evidence. 

Redistributive Measures: Decriminalisation and Labour Protections 

The single most significant redistributive measure is the full decriminalisation of sex work. Studies indicate 
that criminalisation exacerbates the stigmatisation and marginalisation of sex workers, restricting access to 
healthcare, justice, and social protections (Schwartz et al. 2020). In contrast, decriminalisation models, such 
as New Zealand’s Prostitution Reform Act (2003), have demonstrated improvements in working conditions and 
reductions in violence against sex workers (Abel 2014; Abel, Bee, and Healy 2021). In Fraserian terms, this 
measure can be understood as a redistributive intervention that reclaims access to legal protection and bodily 
autonomy for sex workers, linking material justice with the recognition of their labour. 

Beyond decriminalisation, policies ensuring access to social benefits, healthcare, and formal labour 
protections are crucial. Excluding sex workers from social welfare perpetuates poverty and vulnerability. 
Programmes offering professional training, alternative employment pathways, and microcredit opportunities 
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can provide viable options for those wishing to leave sex work. Furthermore, taxation and social security 
contributions should be structured to recognise sex work as legitimate economic activity, thereby formalising 
access to pensions, sickness benefits, and unemployment insurance, a direct redistribution of resources and 
protection. 

Recognition Measures: Reducing Stigma and Promoting Social Esteem 

Social and cultural recognition of sex work is essential to achieve justice. Stigma negatively impacts the 
psychological and emotional well-being of sex workers and limits access to essential services. Policy in this 
area must focus on actively countering negative cultural narratives and promoting respect and social esteem. 

Public awareness campaigns and education initiatives can play a central role in destigmatising sex work. These 
initiatives should emphasise sex work as legitimate labour and promote positive representations of sex 
workers in media and society (Platt et al. 2022; Huang 2014; Faissner et al. 2024). Critically, the education of 
institutional gatekeepers, such as healthcare professionals, police officers, and legal personnel, is vital to 
prevent systemic discrimination based on occupational status. 

Anti-discrimination legislation that explicitly includes occupation as a protected characteristic is a necessary 
institutional step to embed recognition within the legal agenda. Moreover, the inclusion of sex workers in 
decision-making spaces ensures that their perspectives shape the policies that affect them. Active participation 
helps prevent symbolic recognition from remaining superficial and promotes a more substantive societal 
acknowledgment of their agency and rights. 

Political Participation: Mandated Inclusion in Policymaking 

Full participation of sex workers in political and legislative processes is a key component of justice. Their 
inclusion enables public policies to reflect their lived realities and specific needs, directly addressing Fraser’s 
concern about representational injustice. Across Latin America, organisations such as RedTraSex and 
Fundación Margen have demonstrated that participation is not merely a normative ideal but a response to 
entrenched forms of institutional exclusion. Their regional reports document persistent patterns of stigma, 
discriminatory treatment in healthcare systems, police violence, and exclusion from legal protections affecting 
sex workers through multiple jurisdictions (RedTraSex and Fundación Margen 2013). At the same time, these 
organisations have moved beyond diagnosis by advancing concrete participatory and regulatory proposals, 
such as Una ley con nuestra voz (RedTraSex and Fundación Margen 2015), which articulates sex workers’ 
demands for labour recognition, social protection, and direct inclusion in legislative reform processes. 

These interventions are particularly significant because they frame sex workers not simply as vulnerable 
subjects of policy, but as political actors capable of shaping democratic debates over justice, citizenship, and 
institutional transformation. In many Latin American contexts, however, the possibility of such participation 
is profoundly shaped by conditions such as poverty, labour informality, weak social protection systems, 
institutional discrimination, gender inequality, and persistent social stigma. Regional studies and testimonies 
by sex workers themselves have consistently shown that these factors often place sex workers in situations of 
vulnerability marked by precarious economic conditions, exposure to violence, and exclusion from healthcare, 
labour protections, and public legitimacy (Kempadoo et al. 2012; RedTraSex 2016; Maffía and Korol 2020). 

As the previously cited authors have also emphasised, participation frequently develops through collective 
responses to marginalisation, discrimination, and material insecurity under conditions where stable 
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institutional inclusion remains limited. Under these circumstances, meaningful participation depends on 
addressing the broader social and economic inequalities that systematically restrict sex workers’ capacity to 
organise, advocate, and be recognised as legitimate political actors. While these regional experiences reveal 
common patterns of structural exclusion and collective mobilisation, specific national contexts further 
demonstrate how legal ambiguity and feminist political contestation shape the possibilities and limits of 
recognition and participation. 

In the Argentine case, despite the formal decriminalisation of consensual adult prostitution, feminist debates, 
anti-trafficking frameworks, municipal restrictions, and selective enforcement practices have frequently 
produced conditions of legal ambiguity and regulated precarity rather than substantive inclusion. As Diana 
Maffía and Claudia Korol’s work with sex workers’ own testimonies demonstrates, struggles over prostitution 
and sex work are deeply connected to broader disputes over democratic participation, epistemic legitimacy, 
labour rights, and citizenship (Maffía and Korol 2021). This case therefore illustrates with particular clarity 
that formal legal tolerance, absent meaningful redistribution and participation, may leave intact entrenched 
inequality forms of exclusion while limiting sex workers’ capacity to act as political subjects. 

While these comparative examples differ significantly in their legal, political, and sociohistorical conditions, 
each demonstrates that the pursuit of justice for sex workers is shaped by structural, institutional, and socio-
political conditions that determine the possibilities for redistribution, recognition, and meaningful political 
participation. Taken together, the New Zealand, Spanish, Latin American, and Argentine cases illustrate that 
participation cannot be understood solely as an abstract normative principle or formal legal opportunity, but 
rather as a context-dependent process conditioned by the material, political, and institutional preconditions 
that enable or constrain sex workers’ capacity to organise, gain legitimacy, and influence policymaking 

Institutional mechanisms facilitating sex worker participation in policy design and evaluation are critical. Such 
measures include creating mandated consultative bodies with veto or strong advisory powers, ensuring spaces 
for dialogue among the state, sex workers, and civil society organisations, as well as participatory consultation 
processes during the creation of laws and regulations. The institutional formalisation of political voice is 
essential to realising genuine participatory parity. The experience of New Zealand stands in stark contrast to 
that of many other countries. New Zealand’s Prostitution Reform Act (2003) emerged through a distinctive 
political and institutional process shaped by sustained advocacy from the New Zealand Prostitutes’ Collective 
(NZPC), public health actors, and broader rights-based reform movements. Rather than treating sex workers 
primarily as objects of moral regulation or criminal control, the PRA was developed through a participatory 
model that prioritised harm reduction, occupational safety, and legal protection. This context is essential to 
understanding why New Zealand has frequently been regarded as a significant example of decriminalisation 
grounded in sex workers’ political participation and institutional recognition. 

Since the passage of the Prostitution Reform Act (PRA) in 2003, New Zealand has been internationally 
recognised for having established a rights-based and harm-reduction approach to sex work. Research 
demonstrates that decriminalisation has substantially improved the occupational health, safety, and agency of 
sex workers. In a government-mandated evaluation conducted three years after the PRA’s enactment, 90 
percent of the 772 participants reported having more rights than under the previous legal framework, and 65 
percent stated that they felt more able to refuse clients (Abel et al., 2007, 7). The Prostitution Law Review 
Committee (PLRC 2008) further reinforced the significance of this model by documenting both substantial 
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improvements in rights, safety, and institutional trust, as well as ongoing limitations, particularly regarding 
migrant workers who remained excluded from full legal inclusion. 

Subsequent studies confirmed that sex workers were in a better position regarding safety, well-being, and 
relations with the police (Armstrong 2014; PLRC 2008). The model’s success is closely linked to the active 
participation of the New Zealand Prostitutes’ Collective (NZPC), whose leadership ensured that the law was 
drafted “by sex workers for sex workers,” centring their voices in legislative reform rather than silencing them 
through paternalistic structures. 

Beyond its legal achievements, New Zealand’s approach has normalised dialogue between sex workers, 
policymakers, and the public. The NZPC now works collaboratively with police to develop resources on 
sexual-violence reporting and occupational safety, and its founding member Catherine Healy was made a 
Dame in 2018 in recognition of her services to the rights of sex workers (Manson 2018). Such institutional 
recognition contrasts sharply with the situation in countries such as Spain, Argentina, and Chile, where sex 
workers continue to face social hostility and exclusion from academic and political spaces. In Spain, debates 
surrounding prostitution in university contexts, particularly those involving feminist academics, abolitionist 
feminist sectors, and sex worker-led organisations, have frequently reflected broader tensions between 
abolitionist and rights-based approaches. 

In some of these spaces, the participation of sex workers and their representatives has been publicly contested, 
protested, or challenged, limiting their legitimacy or inclusion within academic and public deliberation, as 
illustrated by documented controversies surrounding university events at institutions such as Carlos III 
University and the University of A Coruña (El Independiente 2019; eldiario.es 2019). These tensions illustrate 
that political and epistemic exclusion may persist not only through formal legal structures, but also through 
struggles over who is recognised as a legitimate participant in scholarly, institutional, and democratic debates 
concerning sex work. 

These tensions are further shaped by structural and political conditions specific to the Spanish context, 
including persistent legal ambiguity surrounding sex work, the absence of full labour recognition, and the 
increasing polarisation of prostitution debates within feminist, academic, and political spheres. Recent 
research has shown that prostitution in Spain has become a highly contested socio-political issue in which 
abolitionist and regulatory approaches frequently compete not only over policy outcomes, but also over the 
legitimacy of sex workers’ political voice and public representation (Méndez-Juez et al. 2023). Under these 
conditions, participation is not determined solely by formal access to public debate, but by deeper struggles 
over epistemic authority, institutional recognition, and whether sex workers are positioned primarily as rights-
bearing political actors or as subjects of moral regulation, protection, or exclusion. These dynamics are 
particularly relevant because they demonstrate that the possibilities for meaningful participation depend upon 
broader socio-political preconditions that shape whose voices are recognised within democratic and feminist 
deliberation. 

These divergent experiences illustrate that while New Zealand’s decriminalisation has fostered a framework 
of inclusion and dialogue, in Spain and much of Latin America the politics of sex work often remain shaped 
by moral and abolitionist narratives that continue to marginalise or silence those most affected 

Intersectional Approach: Addressing Diversity and Vulnerability 
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Policies must adopt an intersectional perspective, recognising that sex workers are not a homogeneous group. 
Factors such as gender identity (particularly transgender status), sexual orientation, ethnicity, migration status, 
and disability shape experiences and needs. Interventions should be inclusive and tailored to specific realities. 
For instance, health programmes must address the specific sexual and reproductive health needs of 
transgender and migrant sex workers, alongside measures to prevent gender-based violence and 
discrimination (Decker & Kerrigan, 2020). This tailored approach ensures that the most marginalised within 
the sex worker population benefit equally from redistributive and recognition-based policies. 

Moreover, an intersectional approach must recognise that vulnerability in the sex industry is not inherent to 
sex work itself but emerges from overlapping systems of oppression, patriarchy, racism, transphobia, 
xenophobia, and class inequality, that shape access to rights and resources. Research in decriminalised 
contexts, such as New Zealand, shows that when sex work policies explicitly include transgender and migrant 
workers, there are measurable improvements in safety, access to justice, and health outcomes (Abel & 
Fitzgerald 2010; Armstrong & Abel 2020). In contrast, criminalised or abolitionist frameworks often amplify 
precarity for the most marginalised, particularly for undocumented migrants and trans women of colour. 
Therefore, intersectionality must not remain a rhetorical gesture but become an operational principle guiding 
the design, implementation, and evaluation of all sex work–related policies. 

Evaluation and Monitoring: Tracking Policies and Outcomes 

Policy implementation must be accompanied by rigorous evaluation and monitoring mechanisms to assess 
effectiveness and identify areas for improvement. Participatory indicators that include sex workers’ 
perspectives are essential for evaluating policy impact (UNAIDS, 2014; Platt, et al. 2018). Transparency and 
accountability in evaluation ensure that policies effectively address the structural, cultural, and political 
inequalities sex workers face. Only through continuous monitoring can redistributive, recognition-based, and 
participatory measures be meaningfully enforced and refined, leading to a truly effective justice programme. 

Beyond periodic reviews, evaluation mechanisms should institutionalise participatory research practices that 
empower sex workers as co-producers of knowledge about the policies that affect them. The experience of 
the New Zealand Prostitutes’ Collective (NZPC) demonstrates that ongoing collaboration between sex 
worker organisations, public health agencies, and state institutions enables adaptive policy development 
grounded in lived realities (PLRC 2008). This requires the systematic use of peer-led data collection, that is, 
research processes led by members of the community being studied. Such practices seek to reduce, though 
never entirely eliminate, the epistemic and representational asymmetries that arise when the experiences of 
marginalised communities are interpreted primarily through external academic, legal, or institutional 
structures. 

Grounded in participatory action research (PAR) and broader commitments to epistemic justice, these 
approaches aim to expand the conditions under which sex workers can more directly shape the production 
of knowledge concerning their own lives, needs, and political claims. At the same time, longstanding 
theoretical debates caution against assuming that the mere inclusion of marginalised subjects automatically 
resolves the deeper structures of epistemic violence through which some voices are rendered legible while 
others remain silenced. As Spivak (1988, p 278) argues in her critique of overly transparent assumptions about 
oppressed subjects “speaking for themselves,” the central question is not simply whether marginalised groups 
can speak, but under what historical, political, and epistemic conditions their speech becomes audible, 
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intelligible, or authorised within dominant structures of representation. These tensions are especially 
important because representation is never politically or epistemically neutral: voices are mediated through 
institutional, discursive, and intellectual frameworks that may simultaneously enable visibility while also 
reshaping, translating, or constraining what can be heard. Accordingly, participatory approaches should not 
be understood as providing unmediated access to authentic experience, but rather as attempts to renegotiate 
the unequal conditions under which historically marginalised subjects may more directly intervene in the 
production of knowledge about their own lives. 

Reflexive approaches likewise emphasise that researchers are not neutral external observers, but situated 
actors whose interpretive assumptions, institutional positions, and forms of engagement shape the 
production, translation, and legitimisation of knowledge (Bleger 1963). Accordingly, a critical participatory 
approach must remain attentive not only to inclusion, but also to the enduring tensions surrounding 
mediation, epistemic authority, and representation. 

Similarly, participatory evaluation frameworks proposed by the Global Network of Sex Work Projects (NSWP 
2021) emphasise the inclusion of peer-led indicators and intersectional metrics as institutional mechanisms 
for addressing these representational and epistemic tensions in more reflexive ways. Rather than presuming 
transparent or unmediated access to subaltern experience, such mechanisms seek to create more equitable 
structures through which sex workers can exercise sustained influence over how policies are evaluated, 
interpreted, and revised. Embedding these mechanisms within legal and policy structures therefore promotes 
not only accountability, but also a more continual redistribution of epistemic authority, while recognising sex 
workers as situated experts in their own conditions and as central political actors in shaping more responsive 
and effective justice policies. 

Conclusion 

The analysis of sex work through Nancy Fraser’s three-dimensional framework confirms that the demands 
of sex workers are fundamentally demands for social justice. Far from being reducible to mere individual 
choice or contractual autonomy, sex work exists at the intersection of structural economic exploitation, deeply 
ingrained cultural stigma, and persistent political exclusion. This investigation has shown that the complexity 
of sex work is best captured by Fraser’s perspectivist approach, which treats economic and cultural injustices 
as distinct yet intertwined, a view enriched by Honneth’s insights into the profound moral psychology of 
disrespect. 

Economic Injustice (maldistribution) manifests in precarious conditions and exploitation, demanding the 
transformation of underlying structures and the guarantee of labour rights and economic alternatives. Cultural 
Injustice (misrecognition) manifests as stigma and status hierarchy, requiring the dismantling of imaginaries 
that deny sex workers basic respect and dignity. Political Injustice (lack of participation) manifests as 
representational exclusion, necessitating the inclusion of sex workers’ voices in shaping the laws and 
policies that govern their lives. 

At the same time, abolitionist critiques rightly caution that processes of normalization may risk legitimizing 
the commodification of bodies, sexuality, and intimacy, potentially reducing recognition to an ideological 
accommodation of systematic inequality. From this perspective, extending recognition without deeper 
transformation may reproduce what Honneth describes as reified or distorted forms of recognition. 
Nevertheless, denying recognition and political representation to sex workers may itself intensify vulnerability, 
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stigma, and exclusion. A comprehensive justice approach therefore requires remaining attentive to these 
tensions while seeking forms of redistribution, recognition, and participation that do not obscure broader 
relations of power. 

Ultimately, achieving justice for sex workers requires a holistic and transformative policy strategy that 
advances simultaneously across all three scopes. Ignoring any single dimension, for instance, achieving formal 
labour rights without addressing cultural stigma, will inevitably undermine the realisation of full and effective 
citizenship. The aim is to move beyond polarised debates and establish an order of Parity of 
Participation where sex workers can interact with others as equals, secured in their material well-being, social 
esteem, and political voice. Commitment to multidimensional justice offers a critical path forward for a 
renewed and more inclusive understanding of social justice in contemporary societies, ensuring that all 
citizens, regardless of their economic activity, are afforded the status and respect necessary to flourish. 
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