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The People’s Home: Sweden, 
Norway, Ireland, and Canada

The Swedish Model: A legal regime that criminalises the purchase of 
sex and punishes third parties (such as managers, drivers, and land-
lords) while ostensibly decriminalising those who sell sex. Also called 
the Nordic model, sex buyer law, sex purchase ban, asymmetrical 
criminalisation, ‘End Demand’, sexköpslagen. Also seen in: Northern 
Ireland, France, Iceland. 

When the Swedish parliament passed the sexköpslagen – or sex pur-
chase ban – in 1999, feminist activists were ecstatic. Finally, they 
thought, they had achieved a feminist prostitution law – a law which 
aims to reduce prostitution but lifts the threat of criminalisation 
from the seller, instead placing it where the power really lies in the 
transaction: the punter and the pimp. Sweden would be a model for 
the world. They argued that criminalising the demand of the client 
and the profiteering of the manager would go some way towards 
shrinking the sex industry and redressing the huge power imbalances 
that make sex workers so vulnerable. Feminist professor Catherine 
MacKinnon describes this idea when she writes, ‘Against his demand 
to buy her for sex, this [Swedish] law says she is not for sale, or 
rent. Eliminating her criminality raises her status; criminalizing him 
lowers his privilege.’1

Meanwhile, the theory states, the woman is given support to leave 
the harmful situation she has found herself in, and targeting demand 
will have a disciplinary effect on a culture of patriarchal male enti-
tlement: men will be rehabilitated. This should mean that over time, 
fewer women will be exploited in prostitution, making countries with 
such a law less attractive destinations for traffickers.
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Prostitution is a richly symbolic terrain. It is where our society’s 
anxieties about power, womanhood, and the nation coalesce. For 
feminist women, the figure of the prostitute often comes to represent 
the trauma that is inflicted on all women within patriarchy – the 
ultimate symbol of women’s pain, of the violence that women suffer.2 
The client thus becomes the symbol of all violent men: he is the avatar 
of unadulterated violence against women, the archetypal perpetrator.

We deeply sympathise with this perspective. Our lives too have 
been shaped by gendered violence, and we understand the political 
impulse to punish the man who has come to symbolise this trauma. 
Indeed, we are only too familiar with the specific risk of violence 
at the hands of clients. And, of course, proponents of the Nordic 
model are right in identifying prostitution as a deeply unequal trans-
action – one scarred by patriarchy as well as by white supremacy, 
poverty, and colonialism. It seems intuitively right to criminalise the 
men who are, in many ways, the living embodiments of these huge 
power differentials.

Add Scandinavia to this mix and you get an even more potent fem-
inist cocktail. For decades, the countries of Scandinavia have been 
seen as the feminist nations. The Swedish government describes itself 
as ‘the first feminist government in the world’, going viral on social 
media with photos illustrating an all- women line- up at the signing 
of a bill.3 In some ways, this self- presentation is reasonable: Sweden, 
Norway, Iceland, and Denmark regularly top global charts measur-
ing women’s rights; abroad, left- wing politicians like Bernie Sanders 
and Jeremy Corbyn point to them to support their policy proposals 
and are in turn praised by commentators who see them as carrying 
the flame for the idea of a more generous, holistic social democracy.4 
Feminists around the world often think of Scandinavia, and Sweden 
in particular, as a kind of utopia, a place where patriarchy has been 
largely defeated.5

Of course, there are no utopias. People of colour, migrants, 
transgender people, and people who use drugs are among those 
whom the generous, feminist Swedish state has a tendency to surveil 
and police, perceived as they are to fall outside ‘Swedishness’.6 But 
for those who do not follow those issues closely, and who observe 



revolting prostitutes142

that Sweden is evidently ‘getting it right’ on childcare or the pay 
gap, it seems reasonable to connect Scandinavian prostitution law to 
wider perceptions of the success of feminism there – and to think it is 
probably getting it right on sex work, too.

In other words, many advocates of the ‘Nordic model’ are driven 
by straightforwardly progressive concerns: deeply held fears about 
gendered violence; anger at racism in the sex trade and in society at 
large; the correct sense that Nordic- style societies are generally better, 
kinder, more feminist places than somewhere like the United States. 
We know that many hold these views in good faith. But prostitu-
tion law is always ideologically capacious, and this law in particular 
has sufficient political room for both progressive and regressive 
strands, which are sometimes in collaboration and sometimes in  
conflict. 

Moreover, there are key differences between the ideal ‘Nordic 
Model’ laid out by its advocates in policy discussions, and the differ-
ent versions of the sex- purchase ban in the various places it has been 
implemented around the world. The easiest way to set aside these 
ideological and legislative confusions, of course, is to look at the law 
through a sex worker’s eyes.

How Does It Work?

1: The ‘Demand’

In the blueprints of the ideal Nordic model, there are four key pri-
orities: the buyer, the seller, ‘exit’ services and third parties (i.e., 
traffickers or ‘pimps’). Arguably the strongest priority of the Nordic 
model – as it’s envisioned on paper – is to go after the man who pays 
for sex. In other words, to ‘end demand.’ It’s this intention – the focus 
on clients – that distinguishes this legal model from other forms of 
criminalisation, even those which also criminalise the purchase of 
sex, as in Kenya or South Africa. Elsewhere, the criminalisation of 
the client takes an ideological backseat to the persecution of the sex 
worker. Even in the United States, where the police make relatively 
concerted efforts to arrest clients (for instance, carrying out ‘john 
stings’ with female undercover officers), only ten per cent of overall 
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prostitution arrests are of clients.7 In the Nordic vision of prostitu-
tion law, arresting clients is the whole point – the main course, not 
the side dish. (In practice, the targets of the Nordic Model are less 
clear-cut, as this chapter will show.)

As we said at the outset, we are concerned about people who sell 
sex, about how laws and policies around sex work affect them and 
how to reduce harm to them. So, let’s examine what happens to 
people who sell sex when their clients are criminalised. Think of a 
woman working on the street: she might have expected to see three 
or four clients in a couple of hours and head home with the money 
she needed before one in the morning. But with her clients now crimi-
nalised, the stroll is quieter – maybe, instead of seeing her normal two 
or three before midnight, she’s not yet seen anyone. Now suppose 
someone then approaches her at one in the morning, someone who 
seems coked- up and aggressive, or who is driving a car with a number 
plate she was warned by other workers to avoid. She still needs to 
earn enough money to put food on the table. Her lack of clients so far 
gives her less power to refuse a man she might otherwise turn down.

He might be scared of being seen, which will oblige her to help him 
stay hidden, perhaps by driving into a darkened park after a quick 
exchange on the street. Maybe he offers her half her usual rate and 
refuses to use a condom. If she had already made most of the money 
she needed tonight, she could insist on business on her own terms, or 
turn him down completely. But the streets are dead, and it seems like 
she can either say yes to him or go home with nothing, after hours 
in the cold. Maybe, trying to make up the shortfall, she stays out 
working much later than usual and has to walk home through snowy, 
deserted streets at five o’clock.

This isn’t the only effect on her. Think about who is still paying 
for sex. A man who may otherwise have wanted to pay for sex and 
then go home to his partner and his job might well decide that he 
now has too much to lose. To be arrested for paying for sex might 
disgrace him at work and break up his marriage – it seems more 
sensible to stay home. But there are plenty of men who have less 
to lose than that. Perhaps he never intended to pay for sex, but 
was always planning to attack or rob a sex worker – which means 
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breaking pre- existing laws, so why worry about the possibility of a 
conviction for purchasing sex? Perhaps an arrest for paying for sex 
won’t disgrace him at work – he already has multiple convictions for 
violence against his ex- wife, and his boss doesn’t care. The clients 
who are deterred are disproportionately the ‘nicer’ clients, or at least 
those with something to lose. The clients who remain are dispropor-
tionately likely to be impulsive, drunk or violent: those with less to 
lose. (Pro–Nordic Model politician Rhoda Grant even described this 
dynamic while advocating for its introduction in Scotland, saying, 
‘While those who currently break the law [i.e., violent abusers] will 
not see the criminalisation of the purchase of sex as a deterrent, many 
others will.’)8 Thinking of sex work as always, intrinsically violent, 
of course, hides the difference between a respectful client and an  
abusive one.

Everywhere in the world, regardless of the legal model, street- 
based sex workers use a familiar range of safety strategies.9 For 
example, they might work together with a couple of friends, they 
might take time to assess a client before getting into his car, and they 
might have a friend write down his car’s number plate to signal to 
him that someone will know who she’s with. How does the crimi-
nalisation of clients shape or change these safety strategies? Working 
with a group of friends on the street makes you more visible to the 
police, which isn’t something you can risk if you’re hoping to make 
money. If you’re too obviously visible as sex workers, even if you’re 
not worried that you yourself will be arrested, clients won’t want to 
risk approaching you for fear that they will be arrested. Again, to get 
the client’s money, you often have to cater to his need for safety from 
arrest – by working alone rather than in a group.

As for having a conversation before getting into his car, that is the 
time when he is most visible to the police as a client, and therefore he 
will be keen to speed that process up. Instead of having a conversa-
tion about services, prices, and condom use while still on the street, 
he’ll ask you to hop into his car and have that conversation while 
you’re already speeding away. Because you need to keep his custom 
in order to get the money you need, you say yes. But that means 
you have no chance to reach a verbal agreement about prices and 
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condoms before getting in the car, let alone assess his demeanour or 
even establish whether he has a friend hiding in the back seat.

These effects compound each other. The sex worker is poorer, so 
she feels more pressure to accept a client she might otherwise reject; 
she works later and alone; the nicer clients have stayed away while 
the more impulsive or unpredictable clients remain; and she has less 
time to assess him.

In Norway, Silvia, a migrant woman who works on the street, told 
a reporter: ‘Before we did not go far with the customer: we would go 
to a car park nearby. But now the customer wants to go somewhere 
isolated because they are afraid … I don’t like it. There is more risk 
that something bad happens.’10 In Sweden, Annabel, a street- based 
worker, says, ‘You were still able to get clients after the law. But you 
had to stand that much longer.’11 When Vancouver tried criminalising 
clients, researchers asked sex workers what the effects were. Violet, a 
street- based worker there, said,

While they’re going around chasing johns away from pulling up 

beside you, I have to stay out for longer … Whereas if we weren’t 

harassed we would be able to be more choosy as to where we get in, 

who we get in with, you know what I mean? Because of being so cold 

and being harassed I got into a car where I normally wouldn’t have.12

The Swedish and Norwegian governments’ own reports corroborate 
these sex workers’ words. The Swedish National Board of Health 
and Welfare, for instance, found that ‘fear among clients … makes 
it harder to use safe meeting places … meeting places have become 
more out of the way, such as wooded areas, isolated stairwells 
and office premises, where clients do not risk discovery.’13 A 2004 
report by the Norwegian Ministry of Justice and Public Security  
found that 

the Swedish street prostitutes experience a tougher time. They are 

more frequently exposed to dangerous clients, while the [legitimate] 

clients are afraid of being arrested … They have less time to assess 

the client as the deal takes place very hurriedly due to fear on the part 

of the client.14 
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Those hit hardest by these worsening conditions are, as always, the 
most precarious. This is particularly true of homeless street- based sex 
workers. The Ministry of Justice report found that ‘more abuse takes 
place than previously, as the women cannot afford to say “no” to the 
clients they have their doubts about’, and summarizes the effect of 
the law thus: ‘For those forced to work on the street, life has become 
much harder … The law on the purchase of sex has made working as 
a prostitute harder and more dangerous.’15

A social worker in Malmö captures how these dynamics play out 
particularly strongly for sex workers with substance dependencies, 
noting that there are

fewer clients on the streets, and the women still need the money to 

get the heroin, so the customers are able to offer less money for more 

… no condom, for an example … And if they really do need the 

money, and they have been standing there the whole night, and they 

need their fix … then maybe you say ‘Yes.’16

For an indoor worker, the most obvious and easiest way for the police 
to find her clients is by watching her. After all, these men are only 
detectable as clients when they visit the flat of someone the police 
think is a sex worker – clients do not go about their ordinary lives 
with the word ‘punter’ emblazoned on their foreheads. 

Like her colleague on the street, an indoor sex worker needs to 
sell sex much more than her client ‘needs’ to buy it. He is indulging 
in a spot of recreation; she is paying her rent. This means that she is 
pushed to change her way of working in order to keep his custom. 
She might normally prefer to see clients in her own flat, where she is 
on her own turf; she can even have a friend quietly looking out for 
her in the next room. But for the client, going to a sex worker’s flat is 
when he is most at risk of arrest. So he asks her to visit him instead, 
in his flat or in a hotel room he has rented. Here she is walking into 
an unfamiliar space.

A Norwegian government report states that, as a result of the law, 
‘the risk of violence has increased for those who no longer work on 
the streets … when [making] a home visit the prostitute does not 
know what she is coming to’.17 Instead of her friend quietly scrolling 
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on a phone in the next room of her flat and keeping an ear out in 
case she needs backup, she is faced with a space where the client may, 
for all she knows, have the rest of his drunk stag party hiding in the 
bathroom, waiting for the door to click shut behind her.

How do indoor sex workers try to stay safe?18 Many attempt to 
screen clients by asking them for their real names, or refusing to take 
calls from hidden numbers. This means that if the client turns aggres-
sive during the booking, the worker can at least threaten to take his 
name or phone number to the police. But if a client is criminalised, he 
may be fearful of the police searching a worker’s phone or apartment 
and identifying him. As a result, he refuses to give basic screening 
information like his real name, and switches to calling from a hidden 
number. A man who wants to carry out an assault or robbery will 
know he can arrange a meeting with a sex worker and be virtually 
untraceable; the criminalisation of clients gives him leverage to refuse 
to make himself identifiable.19 In Ireland, sex worker safety organi-
sation Ugly Mugs says it received 1,635 reports from sex workers 
with concerns about violent and abusive clients in the five months 
following the sex purchase ban in 2017, a sixty- one per cent increase 
on the same period in 2016.20 ‘People are … not willing to divulge 
their details,’ said (the late and much missed) sex worker and activ-
ist Laura Lee of the introduction of the law in Northern Ireland. 
‘Everyone suddenly became “John.” ’21

As before, all these effects work in combination. Some clients will 
stay away, making a sex worker less able to refuse those who remain, 
even if they seem creepy, aggressive, or try to bargain her down on 
money or boundaries. This should be easy to understand: anyone 
whose work depends on getting clients – not just sex workers – will 
know that when you have fewer clients than you expected, you’re in a 
weaker position to turn down clients who are less than ideal. Maybe 
they’re personally abrasive, or asking for work outside your skill-
set, or not remunerating you fairly. There’s a stronger push towards 
nonetheless accepting them if you’re broke.

To try to make up the income she’s losing, a sex worker might offer 
new services – perhaps sex without a condom. A Norwegian govern-
ment evaluation of the law found that ‘prices are lower now than 
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before the introduction of the ban. More travelling, more advertising 
and somewhat lower prices show that the competition is tougher and 
the demand is lower nowadays. Men and women in prostitution need 
to work harder now in order to secure [previous] income levels.’22 
Pause for a minute and empathise with what ‘competition is tougher 
… men and women in prostitution need to work harder now’ means 
for people who sell sex.

Those who advocate for the Nordic model are correct that the 
client benefits from a huge power imbalance; what they miss is that 
client criminalisation worsens this power imbalance. This can seem 
surprising; as human rights lawyer Wendy Lyon writes, ‘The crimi-
nalisation of only one party to a transaction might intuitively be 
expected to benefit the other party.’23 However, this overlooks that 
crucial fact – which cannot be repeated enough! – that the sex worker 
needs to sell sex much more than the client ‘needs’ to buy it. This 
‘asymmetry of need’ is essential to understanding the actual impact 
of the Nordic Model. And it’s an effect that intensifies the more pre-
carious the worker is. Think about how desperately a worker might 
cater to a client if her rent is late or if she’s about to go into opioid 
withdrawal. She’ll take on the burden of his need for safety from 
arrest, which will entail compromising any safety strategies she might 
otherwise seek to deploy. After all, he is safer from arrest when he 
is more anonymous, and when their rendezvous is more clandes-
tine. Wendy Lyon writes that because of this ‘need imbalance’, ‘the 
seller can ill- afford to seek to extract advantages from the buyer’s 
criminalised status. It is entirely understandable, even predictable, 
that a sex worker in already desperate straits would negotiate with a 
client on his terms if the only practical alternative is losing the client 
entirely.’24 She needs his custom more than he needs to buy sex, right? 
The Norwegian government itself acknowledges that the situation 
for sex workers is now a ‘buyer’s market’.25

All of this is inherent to the approach of ‘ending demand’, which 
takes much of its basis from simple economics. The idea is that a 
reduction in demand will lead to a ‘correction in the market’ whereby, 
because fewer people want to pay for sex, fewer people will sell it. 
What this smooth story misses is that the first thing which happens 
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when you reduce demand on any product or service is that the price 
at which it can be sold goes down, and sellers desperately compete 
to retain a share of a shrinking market. In other words, the law is 
working how it is intended to work when it makes people who sell 
sex poorer and more precarious. Ann Martin, head of Sweden’s anti- 
trafficking unit, admitted this: ‘I think of course the law has negative 
consequences for women in prostitution but that’s also some of the 
effect that we want to achieve with the law. It shouldn’t be as easy 
as it was before to go out and sell sex.’26 There is no ‘end demand’ 
that does not make people who sell sex poorer – and making people 
poorer reduces their power in interactions with clients. Advocates of 
the Nordic model are correct that most people go into sex work with 
few (or no) other options. That lack of options is one of the things 
that makes reducing demand so harmful. When people have few or 
no other options, they cannot easily ‘exit’ the sex industry because 
conditions become harsher.

Critics of the sex industry are sometimes able to recognise this 
problem in other contexts. Prominent UK anti- prostitution feminist 
Kat Banyard notes that one way strip- club managers decrease dancers’ 
power with clients is by ensuring that the club is always filled with 
dancers – ‘so there’s always heavy competition for custom’.27 But 
Banyard strikingly fails to recognise that the same dynamic plays out 
if you reduce the number of clients willing to pay for sex. As always, 
this harms the more precarious workers worse. If someone is earning 
£25,000 a year and their income drops, they might struggle to save 
or have to move to a cheaper flat, but they’ll probably have enough 
of a buffer to get by. But if someone is earning, say, £7,000 a year, 
a reduction in their income might push them into crisis. Maybe that 
means homelessness, or avoiding homelessness by moving back in 
with a violent ex. Even if they go to a support service – which we’ll 
come to in more detail in a moment – and ask for help with leaving 
prostitution, that process can take months. During those months, 
they will be struggling even harder to survive in a sex industry that is 
now a ‘buyer’s market’.

Getting close to the poverty line often forces people who sell sex 
to consider getting the help of a pimp, partner, agent, or manager. 
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If you have little to no income, splitting half the money from future 
work is an improvement on no money at all. This is something 
we’ve seen in our own communities: in times of low business, such 
as the summer holidays or after Christmas, sex workers who are 
scared of going hungry offer to split the profits from any bookings a 
fellow worker can send their way. This simple dynamic of someone’s 
relative poverty versus the skills or connections of their acquaint-
ance shows how a third party can benefit when business is thin  
on the ground.

None of this is to say that we think men who pay for sex or who 
profiteer from another’s prostitution are good, or that they have a 
‘right’ to buy sex that should be ‘protected’ (an accusation often 
levelled at sex workers by proponents of the Nordic model).28 It is 
simply to say that, if you want to reduce prostitution, you need to 
find a way to do that which doesn’t involve making already pro-
foundly marginalised people more precarious. Advocates of ‘ending 
demand’ tend to want it both ways: they cite women’s poverty as 
a key driver of the sex industry, but treat poverty as trivial when it 
comes to thinking about the impact of their own policy ‘solutions’. 
One anti- prostitution organisation, the Women’s Support Project, 
write in support of the Nordic model: ‘If men were not prepared to 
buy sex, then prostitution would not work as a survival behaviour.’29 
When you enact a policy that makes a survival behavior ‘not work’ 
any more, some of the people using it to attempt to survive may 
no longer survive. The UK organisation Nordic Model Now uses a 
quote from a fictional sex worker – made up by a police officer whose 
job is enforcing the sex buyer law – saying, ‘the Nordic model is bad 
for business, but good for my safety’.30 This is a notion that only 
rings true if you don’t realise that, as we’ve seen above, ‘business’ and 
‘safety’ cannot be separated for marginalised people: being poorer 
makes sex workers less safe.

This is something the feminist movement already understands. It 
is clear, for example, that the effects of austerity in the UK – which 
has disproportionately fallen on women – has made it less safe for 
women to leave abusive relationships. A worker in Women’s Aid told 
a reporter, 
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At the moment, the big issues for women using our services are 

around austerity, welfare reform and the housing crisis … women 

faced with the choice of going into bed and breakfast [casual nightly 

accommodation] with children may feel that although their current 

circumstances are awful, they can at least cook for their child at 

home.31

When women have less access to resources, they are more vulnerable 
to violent men. This isn’t an endorsement of the sex industry. We could 
be talking about any kind of work disproportionately done by mar-
ginalised people; it is universally true that simply taking it away will 
not help the person who is using it to try to survive. People turn to 
the sex industry as a way of securing the resources they need, and any 
policy which makes it harder for them to do that will make them less 
safe – both within the sex industry and in their relationships elsewhere.

2: The Exit Services

So, what happens next? Doesn’t the Nordic model include some kind 
of help? 

These initiatives, called ‘exiting schemes’, are the second strand 
of the ideal Nordic model envisioned by carceral feminists. Even 
academic Melissa Farley, a vociferous proponent of criminalising 
clients, concedes that doing so does more harm than good if these 
schemes are absent: ‘Arresting johns without providing alternatives 
to prostitution – such as housing, job training, and treatment for the 
harms of prostitution such as physical and mental health care – can 
make life more difficult for women in prostitution.’32 It seems the idea 
is that when people selling sex see their income decrease, prostitution 
will no longer be a viable economic strategy and they will be pushed 
into a programme that finds them alternatives. These exit services are 
supposed to be integral to the sex purchase ban. Nordic Model Now 
writes that ‘well- funded support and exit services are vital … and the 
Nordic Model is the only legislation that prioritises this approach in 
assisting women to rebuild their lives’.33

Such a scheme could take many forms – most obviously direct 
economic support, such as help with accessing benefits or other 
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employment. It could also mean help regularising someone’s immi-
gration status so they can get a job in the mainstream economy. It 
could mean prescription drugs, counselling or other healthcare. It 
could mean access to childcare, education, housing – anything that 
addresses or alleviates the factors surrounding the person’s entry into 
sex work in the first place.

The very name ‘exit scheme’ is problematic; it reveals a shaming 
focus not on where a person is trying to get to, but where they are 
coming from. In other contexts, such schemes might be called ‘path-
ways to new employment’ schemes or ‘career development’ schemes. 
For prostitutes the focus is firmly on what must be left behind. 

Effective and non- judgmental support schemes are a good thing – 
all kinds of people need assistance with benefits, bureaucracy, 
childcare or new skill acquisition. Unfortunately, projects that aim to 
shift sex workers out of prostitution often are ineffective and judg-
mental.34 Worse, some of them even criminalise sex workers, as in 
Kent’s ‘Safe Exit’ programme, discussed in chapter four. As such, the 
term exiting scheme carries some baggage for sex workers. But sex 
worker advocacy is not simply about making sex work safer: it is also 
about removing the barriers to leaving it behind. Any action that, 
without judgment, seeks to give sex workers more or better options 
is therefore both an ‘exiting scheme’ and a sex workers’ rights goal, 
and sex worker activists are already working on such projects all 
over the world.*

At the state level, however, initiatives like these need cash, and lots 
of it: enough to begin to replace prostitution as the key form of eco-
nomic support in the lives of people like Silvia, Annabel, and Violet 
– if that’s what they want. People who sell sex often have a range of 
complex needs, and holistic support cannot be done on the cheap. 

* For instance, the sex worker led organisation Pow- Wow, in Zimbabwe, 
runs an ‘income supplementation’ project that helps sex workers find other 
sources of income alongside sex work. NSWP, ‘Pow Wow’, 2018, nswp.org/
featured/pow- wow. The X:talk project in London helps migrant sex workers 
learn English language skills, which helps them both to negotiate better condi-
tions in sex work and potentially to find alternative work. More information is 
available at xtalkproject.net.
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This should be something that sex workers and anti- prostitution 
progressives can agree on – indeed, such advocates often rightly 
emphasise the fact that leaving prostitution, even for people who 
want to do so, is a complex process that takes time and support.35

In a sense, if you want Silvia, Annabel, and Violet not to be prosti-
tutes, there is an easy solution. If Silvia is earning £200 a week from 
a couple of nights of street- based sex work, just give her the £200 
a week she needs. (This, it should be emphasised, is not exactly the 
same as finding Silvia a different job which pays her £200 a week. 
Earning £200 relatively quickly, in two nights of sex work, is a differ-
ent proposition to earning £200 doing shift- work on the minimum 
wage – even more so if you’re paying for childcare or if you have a 
disability. Silvia may have her own reasons to be unable or unwill-
ing to take a minimum wage job, or indeed any other job offered to 
her by someone who lacks an understanding of her specific needs. 
‘Help’ that demands that the recipient just get a job rapidly becomes 
punitive, as anyone navigating Britain’s fraying social safety net can 
attest.) People sell sex to get resources. If you ensure they have the 
resources they need, they will choose to do something else with their 
time. 

The Nordic model’s good reputation for exit services does not 
hold up under scrutiny. In 2005, a report by the Swedish government 
found that ‘criminalisation cannot be anything but a compliment in 
the process of reducing prostitution and cannot in any way replace 
social initiatives. Despite this intention, no extra funds have gone to 
social services … while the police received additional funds for this 
purpose on repeated occasions’ (emphasis added).36 A left- wing poli-
tician raised concerns in the Swedish parliament that ‘in Stockholm 
there are Prostitution Centres, which work with the treatment of 
people who have or have been in prostitution … [the centres’] 
resources are small’.37 

It is hard to believe claims that the Nordic states see sex workers 
as victims who deserve care when a rapist can get a lower sentence 
‘because his victims were prostitutes’.38 And no one seems to have 
given the Swedish police the memo that prostitutes are supposed 
to be supported. Swedish Detective Superintendent Jonas Trolle 
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memorably told a reporter, ‘It should be difficult to be a prostitute in 
our society – so even though we don’t put prostitutes in jail [sic], we 
make life difficult for them.’39 

One policy worker from the Swedish women’s NGO sector told 
a researcher, ‘If [the prostitution law] was supposed to help those 
women, then you would also have a huge programme, a social 
programme for them, which was never introduced.’40 A senior gov-
ernment advisor on prostitution painted a similar picture, noting, 

Discourse at the political level is always more important than doing 

something for people within this category on the ground … The gov-

ernment should have known that they’ve done nothing, absolutely 

nothing to improve social services for people who sell sex, and they 

haven’t given a penny to the municipalities. Of course it was expen-

sive … it’s less expensive, of course, to export and promote the law 

through conferences and [screening documentaries].41

Sex worker communities see through these shortcuts. Canadian activ-
ist collective Stop The Arrests (STA) says that sex workers ‘are forced 
via the courts to participate in programming to help them move away 
from “poor life choices” … it tends to place the focus on individual 
rather than societal change. Money talks and bullshit walks!’42

The services that do exist are imbued with hostility to sex workers, 
in which distributing condoms or other harm- reduction materials is 
seen as encouraging sex work. ‘Maybe some young girls … they find 
this [safety resource] on the internet, and say “Ah, maybe it could be 
really safe, because I have this handbook” ’, comments the Swedish 
National Coordinator Against Trafficking and Prostitution, adding 
snidely, ‘If they make so much money, maybe they could buy their 
own condoms.’43 One social worker in the Stockholm Prostitution 
Unit comments: ‘I think it might take longer to do something about 
your problems [i.e., prostitution] if you get helped during the time.’44 

Lisa, a sex worker in Sweden, reported that the Stockholm 
Prostitution Unit wouldn’t help her until she had quit prostitution: 

The [social worker] told me she was going to help me, to write [a 

note authorising sickness benefits] … so she said, ‘If you are stopping 
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prostitution for three months, and you don’t do anything for three 

months, then I will write that.’ … So I was angry, because if I am 

not working in sex work, how am I going to get money? I need first 

money, then I can stop.45

In Ireland, reports that asylum- seeking women were selling sex 
sparked alarm from the justice minister Frances Fitzgerald and 
became fodder for her campaign to introduce Nordic model–style leg-
islation. Fitzgerald commented, ‘I did find and I do find those reports 
shocking. I certainly don’t want to see any woman in Ireland feeling 
that the only option for her is prostitution in order to look after 
her family.’46 People who are seeking asylum in Ireland – a process 
which can often last for many years – receive an ‘allowance’ from 
the state. At the time the reports regarding prostitution emerged, this 
allowance was just nineteen euros a week. When the draft bill to 
criminalise clients in Ireland was published, Wendy Lyon wrote, 

There is no reversal of the cuts to social welfare and child benefit 

which have undoubtedly pushed more women into prostitution; no 

increase in the €19 per week given to women in the asylum system; 

no additional funds for education, training or drug- treatment pro-

grammes that might open up other options.47 

At the time of writing, the allowance that people seeking asylum 
receive from the Irish state has increased – to just €21.60 a week.48 
When people are pushed into prostitution by poverty, the response of 
the Nordic model is not to alleviate their poverty, but to try to take 
away their survival strategies.

Even if these services were both well funded and non- judgmental, 
pushing sex workers into them by making the sex industry a harsher 
place is still cruel. Even if they want to, it is the most marginal sex 
workers who will generally take the longest time to get in touch 
with services and to change jobs. If you have a drug dependency 
or poor mental health and you struggle to keep appointments, then 
you’ll struggle to access services. If you’re an undocumented person 
who worries that making yourself visible to services means you’ll be 
deported, or a mother who fears that outing yourself as a prostitute 



revolting prostitutes156

to social workers means you’ll risk losing child custody, then – even 
if these worries turn out to be unfounded – you might hold on as 
long as you can before taking the risk of approaching services. The 
complexity of such situations means it may take several months – or 
longer – to exit. And, in the meantime, you’ll still be working in a 
sex industry that has been made deliberately harsher. But all this is 
hypothetical, because even the exit services in Sweden – the epicentre 
of the Nordic model – aren’t meeting the needs of those who want to 
leave sex work.

3: The Seller

The third key principle of the Nordic model is supposed to be decrim-
inalising prostitutes. This feature is thrust forward time and again by 
its supporters. Banyard describes the way the Nordic model ‘crimi-
nalises sex buying and third- party profiteering, but it completely 
decriminalises selling sex.’49 British Member of Parliament Thangam 
Debbonaire says ‘Nordic Model supporters have always been clear. 
Full decriminalisation of supply, criminalisation of demand.’50

Again, the intentions, on the whole, are perhaps good. However, 
in practice, in every country that has Nordic- style laws, much crimi-
nalisation of sex workers has been retained. There are municipal laws 
against soliciting, the criminalisation of sex workers who share a flat, 
targeted evictions of sex workers, and the aggressive use of prostitu-
tion law and immigration law in concert to deport sex workers.

In France, supporters trumpeted the success of the Nordic model 
a year in, with the claim that nearly a thousand ‘johns’ had been 
arrested and ‘zero prostituted persons’.51 However, Wendy Lyon 
found a somewhat different story. Only the national law against 
soliciting has been repealed. There are still various municipal ‘anti- 
prostitution decrees’ that lead to continued arrests of street- based 
sex workers.52 Not quite ‘zero arrests’ for ‘prostituted persons’, then.

When Ireland implemented the Nordic model, ministers rejected a 
provision that would have allowed sex workers to keep the money 
they had on them when their client was arrested. Instead, when a client 
is arrested, the police take all of her cash as ‘proceeds of crime’.53 This 
is, it should be obvious, a de facto fine for sex workers. In Norway, 
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street- based sex workers were still being fined several years after they 
had allegedly been ‘decriminalised’. Police routinely evict sex workers 
if they find out where they live, and under Norwegian law, refusing to 
give your address to a police officer when they ask is punishable with 
a fine. If the worker discloses her address, she will be evicted (gener-
ally on the same day); if she does not, she will be fined.54 

Black women are disproportionately targeted by such enforce-
ment. Tina, a Nigerian street sex worker in Norway, comments, 
‘When you are Black, they take the Black women and leave the white 
man.’55 Esther, a Black sex worker working in Norway, says she had 
seen a significant shift:

From 2008 to 2009, police would ask how you were doing. Since 

2011, they have clamped down. Now they come and it’s like [she 

hits the table] bam, bam, bam! They are much worse to Nigerians 

than Romanians and Bulgarians. Last year [2014] was the worst. 

Since September last year, it has been war – they don’t want to see a 

Black face.56 

Nigerian street worker Eunice told Amnesty, ‘Customers know that 
police will react if white girls are hurt. They know they won’t do 
anything to help Black women.’57 

‘There is absolutely no shadow of a doubt that what is going 
on in Norway is having the most detrimental impact on the most 
marginalized sex workers,’ says Catherine Murphy from Amnesty 
International. ‘The people pursued by the police the most, the most 
at risk for violence, the ones subject to being made homeless or 
deported. The impact is being felt most strongly for those women.’58

The over- policing of marginalised groups is not a problem created 
solely by the Nordic Model of course. Police forces all around the 
world already target certain populations for bullying, blackmail, 
theft and assault. But their power to do so is cultivated through the 
laws they enforce and the legitimacy those laws lend to their office. 
Anti- prostitution laws bolster the authority of police to enter into the 
lives of prostitutes, on the grounds of disrupting their survival. 

Sydney, an Indigenous sex worker from Canada, demonstrates the 
opportunistic mindset of cops who exploit any chance they get to 
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harass sex workers on the street. She recounts, ‘I had a cigarette in my 
hand and it was burning out and they were like, ‘‘What are you going 
to do, throw that on the ground? If you do, we are going to make you 
pick up all the cigarette butts around here.” ’59 Jenn Clamen, from 
Montreal- based sex workers’ rights group Stella points out ‘when we 
introduce police and law enforcement as “saviours” – which is what 
the Nordic regime attempts to do for sex workers – we give police 
another tool in their arsenal to attack these communities.’60

The Criminalisation of Indoor Workers
In almost every jurisdiction where the Nordic model operates, sex 
workers sharing flats are criminalised. In Oslo, Norway, a sex working 
woman was prosecuted as a brothel- keeper for sharing her flat with 
two friends – even though the court acknowledged that her primary 
motive was safety.61 Police in Sweden stake out flats to ‘catch’ pairs 
of sex workers.62 In Northern Ireland, the first arrests made when 
the Nordic model was implemented was one client – and three sex 
working women, who were arrested for brothel- keeping as they were 
found, during the raid ostensibly aimed at catching the client, to be 
sharing a flat.63 

The Republic of Ireland implemented the Nordic model in March 
2017 – and in July 2017, two migrant women were convicted of 
prostitution offences in the small town of Tralee in County Kerry. 
Florina, who was renting a house, was convicted of allowing the 
house to be used for prostitution, although the court accepted that 
she did not benefit ‘materially or financially’ from the set- up. Her 
friend Mihaiela was charged under the brothel- keeping law with 
‘using the same address for prostitution’ and was convicted and 
fined.64 Advocates of the Nordic model might think that Florina, the 
main tenant, deserved to be prosecuted as a brothel- keeper, although 
prosecuting a migrant woman for a flat- share from which she was 
not benefitting financially seems a harsh application of the law. But 
it is hard to see on what basis such an advocate could argue that 
Mihaiela should be prosecuted.

Some prominent Nordic- model advocates deride the idea that sex 
workers might want to work together. A senior human rights advisor 
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at the Carter Center, for example, claimed that ‘working together for 
safety’ is just a ‘code for running a brothel’ or ‘pimping’, adding that 
‘pimps call themselves sex workers, so that’s convenient’.65 

In reality, sex workers sharing an apartment is very normal. If you 
have ever had a housemate to cut housing costs – or to enjoy their 
company – you should empathise with why sex workers might want 
to share working flats. (There is something intensely dehumanising 
about the implication that sex workers are so alien that these normal, 
human considerations do not apply to us.) It is also an obvious safety 
measure – one used by many other kinds of workers. Even some 
advocates for the Nordic model acknowledge having shared flats in 
this way during the time that they were selling sex. Prominent cam-
paigner Rachel Moran writes in her memoir that, ‘If I’d get a request 
for a call- in … I’d use a bedroom in the brothel of one of the women 
I was associating with at that time. I’d pay them a fee for the use of 
the room, which was common practice. I’d made money myself that 
way when I had my own apartment’ (emphasis ours).66

Moran has been one of the most active campaigners for the Nordic 
model across the globe for many years: she has spoken with politi-
cians and addressed the United Nations; her story is cited by other 
advocates as the illustration as to why the Nordic is needed. In such 
a fraught and adversarial context, Moran’s off- hand acknowledge-
ment that not only did she share a flat with other workers, but she 
‘made money … that way’ reads strangely. Any current sex worker 
who made such a comment would be damned by Moran – and the 
law she helped bring in – as a pimp. We do not want to engage in a 
similar smear. Moran’s way of working seems legitimate and unre-
markable; after all, there is an ‘opportunity cost’ to letting another 
worker see a client in your room, when you yourself could have 
been using the room to work in. Outside overheated sex industry 
debates, it would not seem alarming or note- worthy to ask a friend 
for a small financial contribution towards your bills if they are using 
your space. What is painful, of course, is the hypocrisy: the Irish law 
that Moran spent years campaigning for penalises women doing 
exactly what she describes herself doing – and indeed women behav-
ing ‘more sympathetically’, such as those who took no financial 
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contribution and simply allowed a friend to share their space. (The 
Nordic model in Ireland doubled the penalties for ‘brothel- keeping’ 
from a six- month jail sentence to a year.) When questioned on this 
hypocrisy, Moran declined to give a clear answer as to whether she 
felt that a prosecution for brothel- keeping would have helped her at 
this time in her life.67 Of course, it is not just Moran’s question to 
answer: all advocates of the Nordic model should perhaps explain 
whether they think the prosecution of Moran as a brothel- keeper 
would have been a positive thing for her or for society at large – 
and if not, why they are happy to push for laws under which so 
many other sex workers are prosecuted just for doing the same  
as she did.

Examples abound. Even selling sex in ‘duos’ – i.e., advertising 
threesomes – can put sex workers afoul of brothel- keeping laws: 
sex workers David and Celia, a married couple, were convicted of 
brothel- keeping charges in Ireland in May 2018 for working together 
in this way. The two narrowly avoided jail and were each fined €600.68 
And there’s seventy- three- year- old Terezinha, prosecuted for brothel- 
keeping in Ireland in July 2017. The court accepted that no coercion 
was taking place. Terezinha was simply renting a flat from which she 
herself could sell sex and was sharing it with another sex working 
woman. Terezinha was visibly distressed during the court case and 
spoke via a court interpreter. She was selling sex out of desperation in 
order to pay her son’s medical bills. She had been in Ireland for four 
days and had seen only one client, making eighty euros. The court 
took the eighty euros as a fine, and the judge ‘ordered that the money 
… could be given to an organisation that helps women involved in 
the sex trade’.69

Evictions
Police operating under Nordic- model legislation view disrupting 
commercial sex as good in itself and frequently deploy ‘be cruel to be 
kind’ strategies against sex workers. In Sweden, landlords who rent 
property to sex workers can be criminalised for ‘promoting’ prostitu-
tion, with obvious consequences for sex workers’ increased precarity 
and risk of homelessness. The law directly pushes for the eviction of 
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sex worker tenants: ‘If [the landlord] does not do what is reasonably 
required for the termination of the tenancy, he or she will [be] consid-
ered to have promoted the business’ (emphasis ours).70

The Norwegian police even had a specific operation to evict sex 
workers. They would tell a landlord that they suspected a specific 
tenant to be a sex worker and invite the landlord to either evict the 
tenant or face prosecution themselves. The tenants were evicted. As 
if to deliberately dispel any doubt as to what this policing strategy 
was aiming for, the police gave it the name: ‘Operation Homeless’.71

The financial outlay involved in being evicted is often much greater 
than the fines given to buyers caught paying for sex. An evicted sex 
worker will lose her deposit; if she has paid that month’s rent already, 
she will lose that too. It should be obvious to any empathetic person 
that being suddenly made homeless and losing a large amount of 
money will not help anyone out of prostitution. Such measures sit 
uneasily with the claim that Nordic model–style legislation treats 
prostitutes as victims of violence. Who could think that women expe-
riencing violence should be evicted? 

Mercy, a Black sex working woman in Norway, was evicted this 
way three times between 2013 and 2014.72 On one occasion, she 
was effectively ‘evicted’ while she was out at the shops: the landlord 
changed the locks. She had to beg to be allowed to collect her pos-
sessions, telling Amnesty, ‘I had to wait a week with no clothes or 
money or anything.’73 Another sex worker, Mary, says, ‘Sometimes 
they would give us just a few minutes to get out … We would lose the 
money that we had paid.’74 Eunice says, ‘I have been given minutes to 
leave my apartment. You don’t have time to get all your things. [I had 
to go and] sleep in the train station.’75 Esther says, ‘The police gave 
us twenty minutes to get out. We were cooking soup at the time and 
we had to take the pot out in the street with us.’76 In 2014, nine Black 
sex workers reported to the Oslo police that they had been raped 
and assaulted by a man armed with a machete who had posed as a 
police officer. A few days after their report, their landlord, alerted by 
the police that his tenants were sex workers, evicted them.77 Amnesty 
spoke to dozens of women evicted in this way, and found that all 
but one were given a day – or less – to leave their apartments. Every 
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single one was Black.78 Operation Homeless is no longer a specific 
operation – not because the police realised it was horrifying, but 
because the work of evicting mostly Black sex working women has 
been ‘mainstreamed’ into the work of Oslo police.79

Deportations
Deportations are intrinsically violent, but the deportation of sex 
workers from countries that have implemented the Nordic model is 
often particularly brutal. In Canada, sex worker group Butterfly says 
that migrant women are frequently detained indefinitely by immigra-
tion enforcement. Some spend weeks or even months being subjected 
to ‘inhuman and degrading treatment, false allegations, and false evi-
dence being used to keep them detained’ before being deported.80 
One sex worker named Cookie said, ‘The first night was incredibly 
cold since I only had my vest while sleeping on a board. I thought to 
myself, “I have no clothes and I have no food, what did I do wrong?” 
For a full week, I was not allowed to shower or change my clothes.’ 
Butterfly reports that another migrant sex worker stayed with a friend 
after escaping domestic abuse, and was then attacked by a client in 
the flat they both shared. When the police arrived, they immediately 
arrested her friend on suspicion of trafficking her, and arrested her on 
suspicion of working illegally. Both of the women were deported.81

Police in Nordic countries routinely use sex workers’ reports of 
violence to deport them. One woman, whom the police had identified 
as a sex worker after she reported an incident of violence that gave 
her a serious head injury, was deported from Oslo so rapidly that the 
injury made it difficult to travel.82

In 2014, three Nigerian sex workers in Oslo were attacked and 
robbed in their home at gunpoint. The women went to an emergency 
shelter to recover, but when they returned to their home a few days 
later, they were arrested and deported.83 They had valid visas and had 
not overstayed them. To deport people who come to your attention 
as victims of a violent crime is an incredibly aggressive enforcement 
approach, not one that should be considered normal or legitimate. 
When a case came to light in 2017 of a woman in London who had 
been threatened with immigration enforcement after reporting a 
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rape, there was – rightly – a national outcry.84 Yet Nordic prostitu-
tion policy, where such cases are routine, is held up as aspirational 
and feminist. 

In our view, nobody deserves to be deported. But the police break 
even their own rules by deporting sex workers who have a legal right 
to be in the country. Swedish authorities routinely deport migrant 
women from other EU nations on the grounds that sex work consti-
tutes ‘a threat to public order and security’ or a ‘a dishonest means 
of support’.85 

It is no coincidence that so many of the sex workers deported 
from Scandinavia are Black women. The Nordic model emerged in 
response to racist anxieties about the migration of Black sex workers, 
particularly to Norway, who were depicted through the stigmatising 
trope of the sexually aggressive Black woman.86 Oslo sex worker 
outreach organisation Pro Sentret notes that when the law was  
drafted,

There was lots of discussion about how ‘the streets had become 

immoral’. Most of the debate was about the very visible Nigerian 

women … There were politicians talking about how terrible it was 

for them to be approached by these women. The women were treated 

like they were garbage that needed to be cleaned away. The media 

stories were about ‘Black whores’ causing ‘immorality in the streets’. 

That was the main focus.87

The criminalisation of sex workers for sharing flats, the use of fines 
and evictions against sex workers, and the extremely aggressive use 
of deportations are incompatible with the claim that the Nordic 
model ‘totally decriminalises’ sellers. It retains, adds, and intensifies 
numerous tools with which to harass, prosecute, arrest or harm sex 
workers through criminal law or civil measures. In conveying to the 
police that disrupting commercial sex is their job, the law pushes the 
police to use these tools against sellers – which they do with particu-
lar alacrity when the seller is Black.

The effect, of course, is that the seller has a good reason to hide 
from the police, making Nordic cops’ endless comments about how 
easy it still is to find sex workers (‘if the punter can find prostituted 
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women, so can the police’)88 more chilling than jocular. It throws into 
a harsh light the rhetorical question that we hear a lot as activists. 
‘How can a prostitute in Sweden be in danger’, we’re asked by cops 
and politicians and campaigners alike, ‘when all she has to do is pick 
up the phone, even if the punter is rude to her, and the police will 
arrest him because he is already committing a crime?’89 Such a ques-
tion must be rhetorical, because clearly these campaigners have never 
paused to hear sex workers’ answers.

The answer, of course, is that a sex worker working under the 
Nordic Model still has a lot to fear. If she’s a migrant – even one 
with a visa – she can be arrested and taken to a deportation centre 
today. If her name is on the tenancy of a flat she shares, she can be 
prosecuted. Would you call the police if doing so would make you 
homeless today, or open you up to prosecution? Dorothy, a migrant 
sex worker in Canada, spoke of how this fear shaped her behaviour; 
‘They [the robbers] treated us like a money machine. We were robbed 
four times in one week … We could not call the police, otherwise, we 
would have had more trouble. I told the police about this [after they 
eventually arrested and detained me], but they did not care.’90

When people who sell sex have desperate, urgent reasons to hide 
from the police, we are profoundly vulnerable to violent men. Such 
men know that they can attack us, rob us, or assault us – and because 
contacting the cops means we’ll risk being made homeless on top of 
being robbed at gunpoint, we won’t contact the cops. Sex workers 
under such a system are sitting ducks.

4. The Pimp and the Trafficker

As we noted when we discussed demand, third parties like managers 
benefit when sex workers’ lives become more difficult. For instance, 
where sex workers face legal obstacles to tenancy – as is the case 
under the Nordic model – it makes sense to get another person to 
be a ‘go- between’ with the landlord. Such a relationship is one of 
hugely uneven power: if the ‘go- between’ requests three hundred 
pounds a month to do this, the sex worker is stuck having to pay 
him as well as the landlord, and if she won’t or can’t, he can easily 
get her evicted. The Norwegian government writes that in Sweden, 
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prostitutes’ ‘dependence on pimps has probably increased. Someone 
is needed in the background to arrange transport and new flats so 
that the women’s activity is more difficult to discover’.91

The victims of exploitation and sex trafficking are a key concern 
for many feminists, including sex worker activists. There are women 
in abusive relationships who have been coerced into prostitution by 
their partner. There are those working in prostitution who have been 
coerced into it by people who promised them different work, and to 
whom they pay some or all of their earnings from sex work – usually 
to pay back a debt for crossing the border. 

Does the Nordic approach make the situation better for women 
like these? Bear in mind that there is no simple binary divide between 
sex workers and those you would consider trafficked. All of these 
people are using the safety strategies we have outlined in this book, 
when they can. All, for whatever reason, are seeking to make money 
– whether to buy drugs, placate a violent partner or abusive manager, 
give to a landlord or send to a dependent family member. Or indeed 
to pay off a people smuggler.* Policies which make a prostitute’s life 
harder will make the lives of those you would consider trafficked 
harder, too. Think back to the Norwegian government report cited 
earlier in this chapter – the one that said the sex buyer law meant that 
people in prostitution now had to ‘work harder’. That applies to eve-
ryone selling sex in Norway; there isn’t an exemption for those in the 
most exploitative situations. Another Norwegian government report 
into the sex buyer law states this even more bluntly: the worst harms, 

* We have used the phrase ‘people you would consider trafficked’ to reflect 
how fluid and subjective such a designation can be. As per chapter 3, govern-
ments tend to use the term trafficking not to reflect actual harm, but in order to 
give a progressive gloss to anti- migrant and anti- prostitution policing. Because 
the designation of trafficked person is supposed to bring with it some entitle-
ment to support from the state, those that governments deem trafficked are a 
tiny proportion of those harmed within state- led systems such as border polic-
ing. For anti- prostitution campaigners, the designation of trafficking is one that 
seems to reflect those who they feel sympathy with, versus those who such 
campaigners find less sympathetic – perhaps because the person in question is 
advocating for sex workers’ rights rather than carceral solutions – excluded 
from terms like trafficked person regardless of their experiences.
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it notes, accrue to ‘ “addicts, the mentally ill, and people from other 
countries” – the forced prostitutes’.92 And if an exploited migrant sex 
worker goes to the police under the Nordic model, as under other 
models, she will be deported with her debt unpaid. As a report to the 
Swedish parliament noted, when women are ‘discovered by police’ 
and found to ‘have been missing a legal basis for their stay’, they 
will ‘often … have been immediately [deported] without the police 
attempting to investigate under what conditions they have come and 
stayed in … this means that significant information about trafficking 
in human beings has been lost.’93

If such a woman tries to seek new employment through exit ser-
vices, she may be told she needs to quit sex work before they can 
help her. She is likely to be fearful of approaching exit services at 
all, for fear that revealing herself to anybody ‘official’ will lead to 
her deportation. So she must continue to sell sex – whether under 
duress or entirely of her own volition – all the while the number of 
clients shrinking, the shifts getting longer, and work growing more 
dangerous. 

Would all this be worthwhile if the market for commercial sex in 
Nordic countries is smaller? Fewer women will be exploited in pros-
titution and even trafficked, right? The problem with this idea is that 
criminal law is not a key determinant of the size of the sex industry 
in any given country. Look at the United States. If criminalisation 
was the key factor in the size of a country’s sex industry, the US 
would have a tiny sex industry. As chapter 5 details, in many states, 
penalties for purchasing sex far exceed those in Scandinavia – and 
of course sex workers themselves, along with managers, landlords, 
taxi drivers, and colleagues, can all be swept up into prosecution. 
Yet the US has a huge sex industry. That’s because the key determi-
nant is not criminal law but poverty and people’s access to resources. 
When a country has no social safety net, or when the social safety 
net excludes some, people struggling to avoid homelessness or to pay 
for healthcare might well sell sex in order to get housing or medica-
tion. People who are undocumented struggle to enter the mainstream 
labour market or to assert any labour rights. In these contexts, some 
people sell sex – often under conditions that are, to a greater or lesser 
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degree, exploitative or abusive. But the solution isn’t to criminalise 
commercial sex; if it was, the US would have zero trafficking. Instead, 
it is to ensure that people have access to the resources that they need, 
including the right to safe migration and the right for migrants to 
work and assert labour rights without fearing deportation.

In fact, Swedish policymakers aren’t at all clear on what the law has 
achieved. Claims that levels of sex work have declined are generally 
misleading, as they are usually based only on levels of street- based 
sex work.94 Street work in Stockholm did indeed decline briefly after 
1999, but then went back up again – and the law probably merely 
speeded a transition to indoor work that was already being facilitated 
by the internet.95 ‘Today it is impossible to run a brothel in Sweden’, 
boasts a cop to anti- prostitution campaigner Janice Raymond, who 
uncritically repeats him.96 But, according to police, the number of 
brothels in Stockholm has increased sharply. In 2009, they estimated 
there were ninety Thai ‘massage parlours’ (which offer sex) in the city; 
by 2013, the number was 250.97 Swedish politicians complained of the 
sex industry’s resilience, noting in 2003 that street prostitution in one 
county had more than doubled.* Contrary to the claims of ‘abolition-
ism’, Swedish politicians argue, ‘We have never thought that you could 
eradicate prostitution with it, but [the sexköpslagen] is an important 
signal of what is acceptable in a society and not.’98 Not exactly the 
‘existential threat’ to the sex trade that advocates claim, then.99

Can Anybody Hear Us?

All over the world, it is routine for anti- prostitution policing to 
involve evicting sex workers, prosecuting them, and deporting them. 
Only in the Nordic countries, however, is this imagined as a femi-
nist achievement.† For Sweden particularly, cleansing the nation of 

* Swedish Parliament, ‘Förbud mot försäljning av sexuella tjänster’ 
[Prohibition of the sale of sexual services], Motion 2002/03:Ju284, riksdagen.se.

† ‘The crude measurement of success that Norway is applying to its 
anti- trafficking work – namely, an overall reduction in the commercial sex 
market – means that Norway can in effect claim success for deporting traf-
ficking victims to other countries’. Amnesty International, ‘The Human Cost 



revolting prostitutes168

undesirables as a form of social improvement has long been part of 
national identity. In the early twentieth century, the political theory 
of folkhemmet (‘the people’s home’) was established to conceptualize 
the ideal Swedish society and its benevolent welfare state. The basis 
for this idea is that, like a small family household, Swedish citizens 
contribute and in turn are benignly looked after by the state, which 
acts as a ‘good parent’, steering its offspring away from misbehav-
iour and corruption.100 Unsurprisingly, the role of the prostitute in 
folkhemmet is an antagonistic one. Who but a prostitute could more 
archetypally threaten the family hearth? Other groups, too, are seen 
as similarly disruptive to Swedish familial normativity: people who 
use drugs, people with HIV, transgender people. How this ‘national 
family’ has historically responded to these groups paints a picture of 
Swedish control.

In the name of folkhemmet’s eugenicist commitment to ‘social 
hygiene’, 21,000 people were forcibly sterilised before 1975. Ninety 
per cent of those sterilised were women who were deemed to be 
‘inferior, anti- social, dangerously hypersexual … promiscuous or 
feebleminded’.101 During the 1990s, the Swedish state incarcerated 
people living with HIV without trial, some of them for years – ninety 
per cent were sex workers and drug users.102 This legacy lives on 
in Swedish governance. In 2009, a Left Party politician noted that 
these punitive responses to HIV played a part in the social construc-
tion of ‘the nice clean Sweden’.103 In order to legally reassign their 
gender, trans people were subject to compulsory sterilisation until 
2013.104 Even the presence of drugs in the body is criminalised.105 
This is a far harsher anti- drug law than any other European country 
has, which goes some way towards explaining Sweden’s devastating 
number of drug deaths – the second- worst in Europe.106 Ultimately, 
only Sweden’s ‘ideal’, normative citizens – healthy, productive people 
of Nordic stock – are those who can be deemed responsible and 
rational, looking after themselves in a way that is independent but in 
accord with family rules.

of “Crushing” the Market: Criminalization of Sex Work in Norway’, report, 
EUR/36/4024/2016, 26 May 2016, 11–12.
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Protecting the Brand

For anti- prostitution feminists beguiled by the idea of the ‘people’s 
home’ – a utopia of social order – Sweden’s prostitution law represents 
the dream. Reality cannot be allowed to intrude. We hear a litany of 
praises exalting Sweden’s ‘decriminalisation’ of ‘prostituted people.’ 
The UK feminist group Object says, ‘the “Nordic model” completely 
decriminalises those who sell sex acts whilst offering support services 
to exit prostitution’, while Dr Meagan Tyler from the Nordic Model 
Information Network says the law, ‘basically hinges on, essentially, a 
legal framework where all prostituted persons are decriminalised, so 
there’s no criminal sanction against anyone in prostitution, but sex 
buying, pimping and brothel keeping are all criminalised.’107 

When someone raised ‘Operation Homeless’ in the comments 
section of her website, prolific anti- prostitution feminist Meghan 
Murphy was confused:

Can you at least explain … how and why the police are supposedly 

‘seeking out and harassing sex workers’ and what that has to do 

with the Nordic model? It seems the articles you’ve provided have 

something to do with something called ‘Operation Homeless’ – I 

don’t know what that is and I don’t understand how it relates to the 

Nordic model.108 

Murphy has penned literally hundreds of articles advocating for the 
Nordic model over a period of years. For her to not know about 
Operation Homeless betrays a notable – and typical – lack of femi-
nist curiosity about sex workers’ experiences under the system they 
are advocating for. Similar examples abound. In her book Pimp 
State, which also advocates for the Nordic model, Banyard writes, 
‘Securing the Sex Buyer Law isn’t a case of job done for campaigners. 
Instead, the task turns to prising open the full potential of the law, 
which sometimes includes pressing for amendments in the legisla-
tion itself.’109 At this point, the reader might wonder if Pimp State 
will acknowledge Operation Homeless, prosecutions, deportations, 
or other abuses that sex workers suffer in Nordic nations. Banyard 
instead continues, ‘In Sweden, for instance, the maximum possible 
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penalty for paying for sex was increased in 2011 from six months 
to one year’s imprisonment’. These sorts of issues – that the law has 
sometimes not been enforced enough against clients or that the pen-
alties were too low – are the only criticisms of the law Banyard raises.

Another anti- prostitution activist told an audience of activists and 
politicians, ‘Of course under the Nordic model no one selling sex is 
criminalised and yet we’re told constantly that [they] are criminalised 
de facto, and I’m not sure what that means. I mean you’re either 
criminalised for selling sex or you’re not’ (emphasis ours).110 When 
Amnesty’s report came out – full of the voices of women like Mercy, 
Mary, Esther, and Eunice speaking of criminalisation, eviction, and 
deportation – UK campaign group Nordic Model Now simply com-
mented, ‘The Nordic model works and should keep on keeping on.’111

The sexköpslagen brand is closely linked to ideas of innovative 
social democracy. As a result, when other countries implement prosti-
tution laws based on those of Sweden, they tap into the same feminist 
cachet – even when such pats on the back are far from deserved. 

In Canada, Bill C- 36 – or the Protection of Communities and 
Exploited Persons Act (PCEPA) – was introduced in 2014. The law 
(which criminalised clients and advertising, while retaining most of 
the existing penalties for prostitutes)* brought an array of political 
flavours to the fore, from regressively hostile to progressively poetic. 

* Canada’s old legal regime of criminalisation (similar to current UK law) 
was dismantled when the Supreme Court of Canada struck down three of the 
major prostitution provisions, on the grounds that they violated the human 
rights of safety and liberty for sex workers. The judges were, in part, influenced 
by the serial murders in Vancouver, BC, whose victims were predominantly 
Indigenous and targeted for violence because the criminal law in the old regime 
contributed to their vulnerability. However, instead of prioritising safety, in 
line with the Supreme Court’s judgment, the Conservative government added 
a slew of additional criminalisations with Bill C- 36. This Bill included penal-
ties for ‘communicating for the purpose of selling sexual services in a public 
place’, which continues to criminalise sex workers themselves. See Canada 
(Attorney General) v Bedford 2013 SCC 72, Supreme Court Judgment,  
scc- csc.lexum.com; A. Nanda, ‘From Bedford to the MWCI, Chronicling the 
Legal Consequences of Pickton’, The Court, 8 January 2014, thecourt.ca; The 
Canadian Press, ‘Controversial prostitution law introduced on day of action on 
violence against women’, The Star, 3 December 2014, thestar.com.
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Conservative MP Joy Smith spoke with heartfelt compassion of a 
young abuse survivor who had inspired her fight to bring the bill 
about: a ‘living, breathing, beautiful human being, with a soul’.112 
Truly an admirable sentiment (it’s never a bad time, of course, to 
be reminded that prostitutes have souls), especially when compared 
with the words of Conservative colleague Donald Plett, who said, 
‘we don’t want to make life safe for prostitutes – we want to do away 
with prostitution. That’s the intent of the bill.’113

Other proponents of C- 36 framed the issue as one of ‘commu-
nity harms’ such as noise, impeding traffic, harassment of residents, 
‘unsanitary behaviours’, and the encroachment of sex workers into 
the spaces of schoolchildren.114 Again, ‘end demand’ reveals itself 
to be roomy enough for multiple political ideologies. In the same 
debate, Smith again asserted her feminist credentials: ‘This bill is … 
historic and it’s progressive. For the first time in Canada’s history, 
women trafficked into prostitution will not be treated as nuisances, 
they’ll be treated with dignity.’115

Shortly after that, eleven migrant sex workers were arrested in 
Ottawa and deported.116 For all that feminists say they prioritize 
tackling violence against victims – addressing the hurt caused to us 
by the buying of sex – it is striking how frequently this mask slips. 
When it does, we see yet again that the goal of ‘doing away’ with 
sex workers and the spectre of ‘harm to the community’ drive these 
policies. For those who have known violence in the sex trade, the 
doublespeak of these politics is clear. 

As for the laws’ vaunted disciplinary effect on male sexual entitle-
ment, well. As evidence emerges of harms to sex workers and little or 
no reduction in the size of the sex industry, anti- prostitution feminists 
keen to ‘protect the brand’ of the Nordic model increasingly shift to 
citing changes in social attitudes towards prostitution as a key metric 
of the law’s success. When the law was first implemented, most 
Swedes did not support it. Nearly twenty years on, a large majority 
of the population does. As Banyard writes, ‘That attitude shift is at 
the heart of the Sex Buyer Law. Its presence on the statute book, and 
its enforcement on the ground, is about society collectively drawing a 
line in the sand.’117 The suggestion is, of course, that the effect of the 
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law has been to set a new and more feminist norm: Swedes no longer 
think it is acceptable to ‘buy a woman for sex’.

In making this argument, advocates of the Nordic model make 
a telling omission: the same survey that shows many more Swedes 
now think it unacceptable to pay for sex also shows that many more 
Swedes now think it unacceptable to sell sex, too. A majority of 
Swedes, particularly women, would like to see prostitutes fined or 
jailed.118 The ‘line in the sand’ that Banyard and others are so keen to 
celebrate looks much less feminist when it is drawn to penalise not 
only the client but the prostitute, too. As retired academic Robert 
Fullinwider writes, ‘The shift in opinion to a strong majority favor-
ing criminalizing all facets of prostitution suggests the sex purchase 
ban has implanted a norm, to be sure, but … it may not be a norm 
feminists should take comfort in.’119

Patriarchy, Police, and the State

Sex worker activists often note that anti- prostitution rhetoric is a 
welcoming place for male- feminist grandstanding. Anti- prostitution 
politics serve the desire of the ‘good guys’ to bolster their own 
manhood, and ostensibly feminist- adjacent campaigning can be 
fuelled by some pretty chauvinist ideas. As one Swedish prosecutor 
told an audience, 

A real man should manage to get his women, get his due of sex, by 

powers of seduction and mutual consent, and for love, or mutual 

enjoyment, or procreation, or for passing the time of day; not for 

money. Going to prostitutes was cheating, it was degrading, it was 

contemptible, beyond the pale. Whores were for losers.120 

This view of ‘real men’; the jab at ‘whores’ – let alone the idea that a 
‘real man’ should ‘get his due’ of sex and women – are hardly testa-
ment to the feminist credentials of Swedish policymakers.

Lionising the police does much to establish these politics as a 
friendly environment for other self- identified ‘feminist men’. If the 
police are going to deliver justice for poor, abused women, they can 
be held aloft as a symbol of heroic masculinity, a portal through 
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which others can enter. While they project themselves into the figure 
of the ‘heroic’ police officer, male anti- prostitution campaigners can 
use these politics to superficially distance themselves from other 
kinds of masculinity. (‘Whores were for losers.’) The politician who 
proposed the law in Sweden specifically notes the feminist creden-
tials of his countrymen, claiming that the law went forward because 
‘Swedish men had different view[s] on prostitution than men from 
other parts of the world.’121 Journalist and feted anti- prostitution 
campaigner Nicholas Kristof revealed a rather strange view of sex 
when he bemoaned American ‘promiscuity’ in the New York Times 
while claiming that Indian men have a cultural tendency to pay for 
sex with fourteen- year- olds.122 Such condemnations dwell heavily on 
the morals of individual – often racialised – ‘bad guys’.

By advocating ‘end demand’ laws, men relocate the blame for 
patriarchy onto more obviously monstrous men and feel superior in 
calling out those other men’s violations or objectifying treatment of 
women. The hypocrisy is, of course, that the anti- prostitution move-
ment is at times deeply violating and objectifying to sex workers. 
Anti- prostitution feminism is a place where men can participate in 
flinging slurs like holes, whores, orifices, and cum dumpsters at sex 
workers – and call it feminist analysis.123 It’s a place where men who 
consider themselves feminist- aligned can patronise and dismiss pros-
titute women, as men have done for centuries. It’s a place where a 
police officer can rifle through the bathroom bin at a sex worker’s 
flat, retrieve blood- soaked tampons, publish photographs of them in 
his memoir (with a touching dedication to sex workers he has met 
in his work: ‘This is my attempt to describe your reality’), and still 
be treated like a feminist activist.124 As sex worker Charlotte Shane 
observes, anti- prostitution feminism makes it progressive for men to 
dwell incessantly on violent, coercive sex and abject bodies while at 
the same time enjoying praise and even Pulitzer Prizes.125 

Meanwhile, anti- prostitution feminists hone in on the abuse and 
exploitation of ‘pimps and punters’ while overlooking – or tacitly 
supporting – similar abuses by police, landlords, and immigra-
tion officers. You will search a long time if you are looking for any 
comment on the arrest, confiscation of money, or brutal deportation 
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of sex workers that occur in jurisdictions with ‘Nordic model’ brand-
ing. Journalist Joan Smith travelled to Sweden in 2013 to report 
on the sexköpslagen and asked the police whether prostitution had 
become more dangerous for women. She confidently reports that ‘all 
the Swedish police officers I spoke to insisted this was a myth’.126 
Her piece opens and concludes with an officer in a police car, watch-
ing sex workers through the window. It would be hard to think of a 
better way to encapsulate carceral feminism than this: a perspective 
that opens and closes with shadowing a police officer, sitting in his 
seat, literally sharing his position and reproducing his gaze. It is clear 
in whose shoes Smith is walking – and it isn’t those of the distant, 
apparently- voiceless women.

The power difference between men and women is one kind of 
structural imbalance; the power difference between sex workers and 
the police is another. Swedish feminist commentator Gunilla Ekberg 
writes, ‘Those who are pro- prostitution of course ignore power dif-
ferences between men and women’ – but carceral feminists are deeply 
invested in both ignoring and reinforcing the power differences 
between the police and prostitutes.127 In attempting to eradicate the 
gendered inequality that they rightly see in the purchase of sex, they 
intentionally or accidentally strengthen the state’s power to harm 
prostitutes – which is, of course, itself a deeply patriarchal dynamic. 
You might think that this leaves us, as feminists, at an impasse: if 
challenging the patriarchal sex industry strengthens the patriarchal 
state, then it is hard to see how we can proceed. In fact, of course, it 
is easy to imagine a world wherein no man is able to pay for sex – 
simply because everyone who might have needed to sell it already has 
the resources that they need. We can work towards a more feminist 
world by making women less poor – but not through bolstering the 
patriarchal power of the carceral state. 

Ignoring or bolstering state power allows the experiences of 
people like Mercy, Mary, Tina, Eunice, and Esther to fall through 
the cracks. Mainstream feminism maintains a profound uninterest in 
the experiences of women like them – the direct state violence (fines, 
evictions, and deportations) and the violence they suffer because the 
state fails to protect them. When journalists write that the Nordic 
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model ‘decriminalises women who sell sex’ and campaigning organi-
sations repeat the claim that Sweden’s law ‘completely decriminalises 
all those who are prostituted’, it’s hard to draw any other conclusion 
than mainstream feminism simply doesn’t count the criminalisa-
tion or deportation of mostly Black migrant sex workers in Nordic 
countries.128

As we wrote in the chapter on borders, deportations are a violation 
of human rights: people are ripped from their families and friends 
simply because of where they happened to have been born. Yet even 
within the left, the injustice of deportation can sometimes prove a 
slippery topic to keep on the table.129 Despite claims to radicalism, 
an analysis of borders rarely features in anti- prostitution advocacy. 
A generous assessment of this would suggest that, for some, borders 
and immigration seem too permanent or unchangeable to reckon 
with – that they will never go away.

As sex workers and feminists, we do not accept that borders and 
their enforcement are inevitable or immutable. We too are working 
towards a radical feminism that can abolish borders, capitalism, and 
the sex industry without causing harm to sex workers. Just as it is a 
bad cliché to claim that a future without commercial sex is a futile 
endeavour because ‘the sex industry will always be there’ or it’s ‘the 
world’s oldest profession’, it is also a feeble excuse to dismiss border 
abolition simply because it is difficult to change.

In this chapter, we have tried to speak to both the ‘ideal’ Nordic 
model, and the Nordic model as it really exists. The Nordic model 
as it really exists includes harm to sex workers, and when its advo-
cates refuse to acknowledge or to try to fix these harms they reveal 
their ultimate disregard for the safety of people who sell sex. But 
even if these problems – the deportations, the evictions, the fines – 
were fixed, the ‘ideal Nordic model’ would still harm people who sell 
sex, and harm the most marginalised the worst. That is because any 
policy that makes sex workers poorer will also tend to make them 
less safe. As Thai sex worker collective Empower have pointed out, 
criminalisation is about what can be taken away from sex workers. If 
you care about the most marginalised people in society, why not start 
from thinking about what can be given to them?130


