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ABSTRACT 

Key words: Addis baba, Se or , se or ers, pros I U lon, pros l ues, social les, 

soclal!za lon, Iden I , moral! , pa narch , emlnlsm, dl eren la lon, mlgra lon, housing, po e 

This hesis explores he social contex 0 sex or in he ci ty 0 Addis Ababa. I ocuses 

on the social ties between sex orkers and a variety of other ca egories of people, from heir family 

members. 0 their re latives, from their roommates to their neighbors, from their coworkers 0 heir 

clients. It explores wh ich of these social ties are affirmed and re inforced, which come under s rain 

and which are cultivated and built by the women as a result of their engagement in sex work. It 

argues that these things depend on the women's background, on the conditions under wh ich they 

turn to sex work, on the specific types and conditions of sex work that they do and on the places 

and conditions of their residence. The main thesis of the work is that sex workers share the same 

social milieu and value system with non-sex workers and that, despite severe constraints put on 

them by poverty and very difficult working conditions, they struggle on a daily basis to have social 

life and social relevance. The work critiques the very common castigation of sex workers as social 

misfits who pose dangers to society and proposes a humane approach towards them and their 

dependents, an approach that should begin by making a clear distinction between the institution of 

commercial sex and the women who practice it. 

The work employs both qualitative and quantitative methodology. It combines detailed 

one-to-one interviewing with focus group discussions and personal observation to bring out the 

perspectives of the women themselves. The quantitative data is composed of responses to a 

structured questionnaire by 100 sex workers. 
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e eSIS begins ' I a cn Ical re ie ' 0 e IS mg " era u e 0 co e 

re ie ' es ablishes ha es ,In nea, as • ell as In E hlopla, se • 0 e s ha e 0 en een 

ha he ha e been descnbe ef her as SIC an 1m 0 al people 0 

as IC Ims 0 male domina Ion and abuse; and ha he are described as such in ca egoneal e s, 

I hou any a emp a in ernally dl eren ia Ing among hem. 

The hesis hen sugges s a scheme or a classi Ica ion 0 he se or ers 0 Addis Ababa; 

he scheme is based on those variables ha de ermine he erms and condi ions 0 social 

interaction between the women and wider society. They include he omen's bac grounds he 

circumstances of their entry into sex work, the terms and conditions of work, the erms and 

conditions of residence and the degree and forms of dependent relationships in which they are 

involved. The analysis of sex work in Addis Ababa on the basis of these variables suggests 

significant shits in the social background of the women who engage in it as well as in the 

organization of the work since it was studied in the 1970s and 1980s. The fourth chapter of the 

thesis employs this scheme and works out a classification of the sex worker population in the city. 

Seven distinct types of sex work are identified and the organization of work and residence in each 

of the types is discussed, followed by descriptions of the general profile of the women who operate 

in each type. Finally, the implication of this classification for the social behavior of the women is 

discussed. 

III 



Chapter 1 

Introduction 

In hIS chap er I . III describe he problem ha I . III address In hIs hesls and ho , I • en abo 

doing he research or I . I III S a e • hy I belle e a S ud 0 he social II e 0 omen ',I 0 prac Ice 

commercial sex is Importan and hy I is equally importan ha such a S udy should begIn by bringing 0 

cen er s age the perspecllves of he omen hemselves. III also de Ine he parame ers i hin hich he 

s udy is undertaken and s a e i s scope and limi alions. 

In he section in hich I describe my research me hodology and procedure, I ill explain hy I 

chose certain approaches over others and why I made some modifications on even the approaches ha I 

had envisioned when I proposed the research. As an anthropological study of a social group about hich 

so much is said but so liltle is actually known, my 'fieldwork" among commercial sex workers was full of 

surprises (fortunately some of them were pleasant surprises) and problems. I will describe as many of 

these surprises and problems as space permits. Finally, I will outl ine the plan of the rest of the work. 

1.1. Statement of the Problem: Work, Identity and Social Life among Commercial Sex 
Workers in Addis Ababa 

Historically, the onset of the Modern age in human history (at least in the West) has been 

associated with increasing social differentiation and specialization of functions. Society became 

increasingly complex because global trade and industrialization brought about the decline of the primordial 

order in which rank and status were determined by birth and replaced it by a merit-based order that 

produced new and increasingly dynamic forms of inequality. Likewise, what humans had to do to make a 

living, to satisfy their curiosities, or just to pass time, came to take extremely diverse forms (Laslelt, 1965; 

Stearns, 1977; Huppert, 1986). It can be said that one of the outcomes of these twin phenomena is the 

decline, if not the total disappearance, of direct association of work with identity or with personal behavior. 



oda , ere IS no s c a hi 9 s e plcal r 0 

a sol e male or emale, e lse, erlCan or German; ce aln no 0 e e e 

ha p e-modern socle ies spo e 0 e social be a lors 0 pa nClans, plebeians, pnnces, p locesses, 10 s, 

peasan s or sla es 

I is remar able, ere ore, ha con rary 0 rends In all 0 her occupa Ions, modern! ac uall came 

o be charac enzed by he es abhshmen 0 a dlrec rela lonshlp be een livelihood, on he one hand, and 

social iden I y and behavior, on he 0 her, hen I comes 0 omen ho engage in one ca egory 0 ' or : 

commercial sex. I is also remar able ha his association has come 0 endure. There is a ery s rong 

belief that the identity as well as the social personality of omen ho engage in commercial sex are de ined 

by what they do to earn their living. Prostitution", more than any other line of work, is believed 0 de ermine 

group identi ty, whether such identity is accepted by the women or simply ascribed to them. I is also 

believed that "prostitution" defines the attitudes, the behaviors or the overall personali ty of each woman 

even when she is not at work. These beliefs are all the more striking because public commentators, 

scholars and activists who subscribe to them (in some cases openly, in others only indirectly) reflect and 

represent perspectives that can be described as polar opposites of each other. What these perspectives 

have produced is a difference of opinion on the question of whether 'their" identity or "their" behaviors 

necessary put "prostitutes" at odds with society. There is no difference of opinion on ' the fact that 

"prostitutes" in a given society share identities and behaviors that directly come from what they do to earn 

money. 

In this thesis I will explore this intriguing phenomenon as it relates to contemporary Ethiopia. My 

task is to see if there is any direct connection between what commercial sex workers do to make money and 

the way they conduct themselves in society or relate to other people. I undertake th is exploration in a 

temporally and spatially limited context of contemporary Addis Ababa with a sample of slightly over 100 

female sex workers. 

In Ethiopia, as elsewhere, publ ic and scholarly views on commercial sex have for very long taken it 

for granted that "prostitution" implies distinct forms of identity, attitude and behavior. Very often, no 

2 



s Inc Ion IS ma e be ', e n e ',or and e ' 0 n ,' ho 0 ','0 0 eam a I 

E lopla public as ' ell as scholarl percep 10 S 0 pros lues· as a roup as 

social mlS I sand eir supposed a IUS and be a iors are 

recen I , under he rea posed b e HIVI IDS phenom non, his I en I lea Ion 0 se ' 0 social 

mls I s Imbued ' I h dangerous social personall les and personal rat s has become e en more ea egoneal 

and insis en . The resul has been ha public and go ernmen percep ions 0 e connec Ions be een 

commercial se and heal h problems have been equally ca egorical and no su lcien Iy in ormed. The 

In erventions based on these perceptions, even hen genuinely mean 0 help bo h he omen and he res 

of society, have Ii ewise not been as effective as they might have been. 

In this thesis I approach the problem outlined above in two stages. The firs s age is ha 0 

analysis in which I will explore the historical and methodological basis of the problem through an extended 

review of past and current li terature on commercial sex in Ethiopia and elsewhere. I will show how notions 

about "prostitute" identity, altitude and behavior have persisted despite the variety of angles from which 

commercial sex has been approached in the West as well as in Africa. The second stage is that of 

describing my own approach to the problem, to be followed by a presentation of my research findings. 

Here, I will outline my conscious shift of perspective and methodology and present an alternative view 

suggested to me by research among the women concerned. 

Regarding my perspective and approach, I will validate the significance of a social anthropological 

approach to the study of life among commercial sex workers. This approach is methodologically very 

permissive. It permits both group analysis and explication of variety, be it through identification of sub-group 

characteristics or the recording of individual life stories. As such, it has very many advantages over 

quantitatively based group analysis, which has been conventional in studies of commercial sex previously. 

Regarding my findings, I will present material to support the fo llowing points: women who practice 

commercial sex are highly differentiated not only in terms of their social background, age, education, etc but 

also in terms of the type of commercial sex work in which they engage; that they include among them 

women who perform tasks of social reproduction as heads of fam ilies or as breadwinners; that almost all of 



em maIO a n social les a ca social ob lOns 0 
SOCt 

e ar ous social roles 0 

o em do 0 ma e a h in (I. e. com rClal se ), ' e ' III see 
' om n ' ho p ac Ice co me cial se a e 

In no a dl eren rom 0 her ' omen. In 0 her ' ords, e ' om n ' 0 en a e In co merClal se and hose 

ha do no engage in I are uni ed no JUS In he ac 0 being ' omen bu also (an slgnr lcan I so) In el 

d,vers, y. Their diversi could be presen ed varlousl , bu is I sel real enough 0 nega e an use 0 

categorical erms 0 describe he omen socially (For in eres Ing perspec ives on dl ersi • I hin gendered 

experience see Hara ay, 1991). I am personally convinced ha his vie re lec s he reah y on he ground 

more accurately than what exists in most of the literature. t am also convinced hat this vie is more use ul 

than many cu rrently popular views for strategies that society might want to devise in order 0 reduce or limi 

commercial sex and deal with the many problems associated with it. 

1.2. Significance of the Study: A Humane Approach to Commerciat 
Sex -Workers and their Dependents 

Students of commercial sex have always faced the inherent contradictions (mostly potential 

contradictions but also real ones) between critically examining commercial sex as such and protecting or 

working for the rights of the women who practice it (Barry, 1981 b, 1984; O'Neill, 1994). Given the high 

degree of sensitivity created by the Hlv/AIDS pandemic, I also feel compelled to state a disclaimer about 

th is work before I describe its significance. I wish to state very clearly that this work is not an effort to 

rehabilitate commercial sex in the view of the public or of academia! On the contrary, it is meant to call 

attention to a dimension of the problem that should not be overlooked in any effort to reduce, regulate or 

eliminate the practice! This dimension is what I would like to call the human dimenSion, in which the women 

who practice commercial sex and the people who depend on their earnings for their sustenance are 

distinguished from the practice itself. 

Time and again one hears of programs or initiatives to eliminate or regulate commercial sex. Time 

and again the human cost of these initiatives is not taken into consideration. These initiatives are oNen 

4 



spon 

e n 

saar carr 00 ' 

e perc I III 
no 

dl eren la e be ' e n e prac IC and prac I loners bo e II, e do no conSI r e lar nu r 0 

In ISlbie people ' 0 are sus alned b e procee S rom commerCial sa e c II ren, e sibil s, e 

spouses, he poor paren s and he rela I as 0 he ' omen Oras IC measures a see 0 clean ou • 

commerCial se rom a neighborhood, a one or a 5 ree 0 en mean cleaning ou ' he omen; e 0 en 

mean a ac 109 hem phYSically or haraSSing hem in one orm or ano her. In he ci 0 diS Ababa oda , 

hese kinds of ac ivi ies a e place on a daily basis. I have myself i nessed several cases. 

This study is significant because it will bring to ligh the human dimensions 0 he commercial se 

sec or in Addis Ababa. It will describe the social fabric that is sus ained by income from commercial sex. I 

will also describe the perceptions and the feelings of the women who practice commercial sex: their pains 

and frustrations as well as their hopes and expectations. It will document the attitudes as well as he 

behaviors of the women who practice commercial sex towards the ir loved ones, towards their communi ies 

as well as towards society in general. By so doing, the study will bring to our attention the Simple but often­

forgotten fact that behind commercial sex are women who are mothers, sisters, daughters, relatives, 

neighbors and friends of the very people that we want to protect from the ills of "prostitution". In the final 

analysis, the principal objective, and thus the main significance, of the study will be to encourage 

compassionate and humane approaches toward commercial sex workers both by the public and the state, 

whatever it may be that they want to do with commercial sex work. 

1.3. Methodology 

My approach to the social context of "prostitution" in Addis Ababa is informed by methodological 

traditions associated with social anthropology and the Women's Movement. Although social anthropology 

shares in the general social science approach that combines both qualitative and quantitative research, it is 

noted for its ethnographic tradition that emphasizes the study of actual situations and specificities rather 

than of types and impersonal institutions. In Ethiopia, the study of commercial sex has for long been a 



a on C>pIC 0 SOCIO OQIS S nd t'UlCJemIJOt(JI{] ( 

collee Ion and In erpr a Ion 0 

Lishan, 985, 

S udles e cep 

.. ·..,,· ...... , ... 00 

988) A al II e e pen nees a real peep e I no I re muc In s 

s a emen s 0 responses 0 SpeCllC ques Ions, 0 en b name ess 

responden s. e mos e enSI el used 001 0 research • as he sample su e ques JonnaJre, 0 e 

de eloped 0 es e IS Ing models or heones abou commerCial se or S9 or ers or 0 measure e 

spread or in ensi y 0 a particular problem associa ed i h he prac Ice. The sociological approach has hus 

ended 0 be more sui ed 0 ins i utional s udles ot commercial se han or s udles ha see 0 bring 

torward the human stories ha have surrounded and con inue 0 surround he prac ice. They are no qUI e 

suited, theretore, tor the kind ot study ha I envisage here. 

The anthropology ot commercial sex thus requires the combined use ot the techniques ot research 

that social anthropology as a diSCipline has been particularly associated with: in-depth one-o-one 

in erviews, discussions with representative samples ot intormants as tocus groups, personal observa ion 

and sample survey. For the study ot commercial sex in Addis Ababa, its merits have been demonstrated by 

the pioneering work ot Laketch Diresse (1978; 1991). My work will build upon Laketch's approach but will 

shift the emphasis somewhat to qualitative research and thus to real lite situations so as to bring into 

sharper tocus the social context of commercial sex. 

Since the late 1960s and early 70s, scholarly perspectives associated with the Women's 

Movement have encouraged an approach to the study ot commercial sex with sensitivity to the views ot the 

women themselves (Mcleod, 1982; Bujra, 1975; White, 1990; O'Neill, 1996; Phoenix, 1999). Commercial 

sex workers have consequently become subjects and participants rather than mere objects ot study. In 

some cases, in tact , partnerships had been developed between scholars and sex workers themselves in 

which agendas are shared and strategies tor advancing the agendas jOintly worked out. This shitt in 

perspective is, ot course, associated with shifts in the themes and issues ot interest to students ot 

commercial sex: away trom "social problems" believed to have been connected with the practice, to the 

problems taced by the women themselves; trom issues like regulation or suppression ot commercial sex, to 



sue ISS 5 as e uman a Cl r ns Ip 

so e I es as se Icular issu 5 re o 

In his 5 ud I co Ina a social an hropologlcal echnl ues ,' 1 he ' 0 en-cen erad approac 0 

bnng ou e dimenSions 0 commerCial se ha ha e a rac ad II Je a en Ion be ore I also bUild on m 0 ,' 

prevIous e penence ' I h a hiS oncal s ud 0 pros I u Ion In IS baba hrough li es ones 0 Indl I a/ 

omen (Be hlehem, 2002). ha 0110 s IS a descnp Ion 0 he procedure / folio ed 0 e plol he 

possibili ies of ered by his combination 0 perspec ives and echniques. 

1.3.1. Preliminary Explorations 

I started research by establishing contact and engaging in informal conversation lith a broad 

variety of sex workers. I found many of them through friends and some through NGOs who or i h hem. 

I took notes in these preliminary explorations, but only occasionally and in a rather cursory fashion. y 

focus was on establishing rapport with the women, on informing myself as much as I could about their main 

concerns, and on interesting them in my project to the best of my ability. Interestingly, I quickly learnt that 

commercial sex workers in Addis Ababa were in a state of what can be called "researcher fatigue". Many of 

them reacted to my requests for cooperation with a tired "here-we-go-again" sort of response, telling me that 

they have responded to an endless number of researchers about HIV/AI DS and condom use. Many 

advised me to go find those researchers or their reports. It took some time for me to convince many of them 

of the difference between what I wanted to do and what previous researchers were atter, or to convince 

them that I was a student and not a researcher for an NGO. Fortunately, most of them responded positively 

as soon as they learnt that I was mostly interested in their daily lives rather than in Hlv/AIDS as such or in 

the mechanics of commercial sex itself. I was thus very pleased to have been able to form good rapport 

and even friendship with many women once I overcame th is stage of first encounter. What is even more 

satisfying for me was the fact that the cooperation that I got from the women was not materially motivated. I 

me some women who were extremely poor and would have certainly appreciated financial offers from me, 
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spread and i s various forms. Before s a Ing my or I had hoped 0 Ind our pes' 0 se 

slones, I hough , should cons Ilu e Ihe pillars 01 my he"s: mlgran pros i u es, non.migran pros i u es, 

proslilules Wilh residenl dependenls and proslilules wilh non· residenl dependen s. My preliminary 

explorations led me to quickly abandon these hypothetical types· of sex orkers in avor of a more rea lis ic 

one based on several different variables but principally on the place and conditions 0 or as ell as he 

place and conditions of residence. I also learnt in this preliminary stage that I stood very Ii Ie chance 0 

finding pan·lime or "hidden" sex workers, precisely because Ihese Iypes go by olher names ralher han as 

"sex workers". I learnllhal whalever pieces of informalion Ihal I mighl oblain aboullhem would have 10 be 
indirect. 

1.3.2. Individual Interviews 

Following this preliminary stage, I undertook extensive inteNiews with a total of seventeen women 

whom I selected in part because they represented the various kinds of lives related to commercial work and 

in part because they were willing and able to tell me about their lives in great detail. In practice, it is the 

latter criterion that determined the number of inteNiews that I was able to secure. However much I tried 0 

balance the two criteria, it was not possible to come to a perfect mix of ypes· and number of in eNie s. 

Interestingly, however, the randomly obtained distribution of in teNiews by itself tells a story about 

commercial sex and the lives of the women behind it. A good number of my intenSive in teNiews came trom 
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omen ho prac Ice I have been in I con Inuously or ery long spans 0 Ime. Share or " IS no ed or 

berng uns able because here is a high um over 0 he omen, bu I also happens 0 be he mos common 

en ry pOln or young omen ho are recen migran s 0 he CI y. "Asphal or ", hlch con ras S ' I h he 

two forms of kiosk work because it involves outdoors SOlicitation, is also the mos visible and colorful orm of 

commercial sex work that attracts city girls who grew up in Addis itself. 

The details on these characteristics and their significance for the social con ext of commercial sex 

will be presented in the thesis where appropriate. I mention these points here only 0 explain he sian in he 

distribution of my one-to-one interviews towards these three forms of commercial sex and to direc attention 

to the logic that the slant itself carries irrespective of the fact that it was not intentionally created by me. 

The facts about the distribution of the in terviews, however, should not be read to mean that I in ervie ed 

women only from two or three categories of sex workers. My informants include women ho prac ice all 

forms of commercial sex; women who have stayed in commercial sex for long as well as for short periods of 

time; women who are immigrants as well as native Addis Ababans; women who are educated and women 

who are illi terate. 

Only a few of my interviewees were able to te ll me about their lives as stories. Most of hem 

patiently answered my various questions in short statements and left the jOining of the pieces 0 me. The 

very few women who did actually tell me stories of their lives were, however, incredibly good storytellers. All 

they needed was to be initiated with a general question Ii e "tell me about yourself starting from your 

childhood". They did not want to be interrupted after that. They determined not only the sequence of he 
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had to beg for Informa ion no volun anI gl en. 

Ith those omen who gave me in orma ion abou thelf II es I h one piece 0 in orma Ion a a 

hme, I ex racled de ails and verilled consistency by posing as many dl eren Ques Ions as possible and by 

posing similar or the same questions in different ways. The inteNie s ere tiresome, and some imes I had 

to stop myself for fear that they might degenerate in to in terrogation. They ere nevertheless very gOOd in 

terms of coverage because I could guide my informants to issues and times in heir lives on hich I an ed 

detailed information. 

I will use information from intensive in teNiews to illustrate my major poin ts with very rea l and 

concrete examples. I will also use it to involve my in formants directly in the description of life behind 

commercial sex: in short, to let the women speak for themselves. 

1.3.3. Focus Group Discussions 

Focus groups were made up of five women for each of the types of sex work currently prac iced in 

the city. For all the seven types of commercial sex work (described below) the women added up 0 a otalof 

35 individuals. However, given the sensitivity of research on sex work due to stigma attached to it, it was 

impossible to go about the selection of the women on the basis of a sampling design prepared in advance. I 

therefore formed the groups out of the first five women in each ca egory who ere iIIing to partiCipate in 

the discussions. 
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he allitudes 0 omen In each ca egory 0 ' ards hel( • or , o' ards each 0 her, 0 ' ards people ,' h ' om 

hey came In 0 con ac on a dally baSIS, 0 ards heir 10, communi and socle as ' ell as 0 ' ards social 

ins i u ions such as idir, iqub and mahber. y ou h objec i e as 0 see i here as an ind 0 group. 

awareness and group" attitude to ards people, insti u ions or condl ions (II e HIV and AIDS, or ins ance). 

As much as possible I tried to make sure that he women ne each 0 her and ere com 0 able 

wi h each other because I hought that ould facili ta e my or . I posed he ques ions 0 he group, no 0 

individuals. look care not to dictate who should answer he questions. In fac , as much as possible, I ried 

o create a discussion atmosphere where the women would freely al ra her than a group in ervie 

characterized by question and answer sessions. In all cases, the informants agreed ha I tape the 

conversations rather than take notes on paper. This was very much helpful to let he discussions go reely. 

Many of the women who took part in the focus group discussions have been previously intervie ed 

in detail about their own private experiences. I watched as the discussions proceeded for elements 0 

similarity and difference between their personal stories and the overa ll story of the group to hich hey 

belonged. I noticed very few differences. The dif1erences that did exis were explainable in terms of he age 

of the women or the length of time they have worked. 

The whole eHort in the focus group discussions was to have the women al as represen a ives 0 a 

"group" or "category", talking as e rather than as individuals al ing as "I". However, many imes I had 0 

allow the speakers to talk about themselves or abou other individuals as examples of characteristics or 

conditions they shared with others in the group. I also too note of the points on which the women agreed 
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In orma Ion rom a larger number 0 omen. The ques 10nnaJre ' as Inall admlnls ered 0 all I,' 0 en, 

including hose ha I have in enslvely In ervie ed and hose ha ha e pa IClpa ed In he ocus group 

discussions. 

1.3.4. Direct Observation 

My observation of the women's social li fe involved heir interactions i h amily members ( here 

these existed) neighbors and friends. What is interesting about this aspec of my research is ha I never 

planned for an "observation session", and did not take or make time for it. It just happened simul aneously 

with my work with individual interviewees or with my wor with the focus groups. In the middle 0 an 

interview a neighbor walks in, asks for something or simply settles herself in; or a friend is invi ed or a 

coffee with a guest (that is me!); there were also very many, long or short ime ou s during he in ervie s 

during which a family member, a neighbor or some other guest is attended to or accommodated in a relaxed 

situation. There were a couple of times when the formal interviews were rescheduled because some 

important person has arrived and we allowed life to take its normal course bet een my informants and their 

visitors. A great deal of information was collected about socialization among sex wor ers as ell as 

between them and others during these unintended and unscheduled breaks. 

Similar th ings happened during focus group discussions. Typically the discussions 00 place in he 

house of one of the women and involved friends, neighbors or acquain ances. Even if all members of a 

focus group were not close friends, there were al ays some ha ere. In fac , it as he omen 
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were dnn Ing places here I could heore Ically come as a cus omer. These obseNa Ions leI ed valuable 

in forma ion on the emotional and ma erial con en s 0 he rela ionships among se or ers as ' ell as 

between the women and a range of other people. 

1.3.5. Questionnaire-based Sample Survey 

In this final stage of my research I collected quantitative data by collecting responses to a prepared 

questionnaire. This information came from a pool of 100 women who work as commercial sex or ers. 

1.3.5.1. Target population: 

The population targeted for sUNeying consisted of all female sex wor ers in Addis Ababa ho are ull time 

practitioners and who openly acknowledge their engagement in the practice. This meant tha clandestine 

operators or part- time operators were not included. 

1.3.5.2. Sample size 

The actual number of women engaged in sex wor in Addis Ababa is anybody's guess. S a is ics 

on this are highly impressionistic and imprecise. I found it therefore bo h impossible and inaccura e 0 ry 0 

decide on a sample size on the basis of some hypothetical figure about the targe popula ion. I decided 0 

work with a sample size of 100 respondents basically on the basis of resources and time available 0 me for 

this research. 
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The ques lonnalfe SUNey • as ere ore based on a sampling me hod a conSls ed 0 ' 0 

vanables ha ere neve heless employed Independen Iy 0 each 0 her 0 selee responden s 

vanable as geographical dIstributIon and he second as types 0 sa ' or . I am a ' are 0 he ac ha 

commercial sex work is diffuse in Addis Ababa and i ill be misleadIng 0 al abou any locall In a ci 

totally free from the practice. It is nonetheless true hat here are speciftc parts 0 he ci in , hich here are 

concentrated settlements of sex wor ers (See details on this in chap er ). I selec ed se en locali ies ha 

are fairly widely recognized as centers of commercial sex in Addis Ababa. These ere erca 0 , PIazza, 

Arat-kilo, Casanchis, Cherqos, Meshwualekia and Kolfe. I decided ha each of these locali ies should be 

represented in my sample by a minimum of 5 individuals who either live in hese locali ies or practice se 

work in these localities. I was, however, aware of the fact that there were a significan number of se 

workers who neither lived nor worked in these major centers. Therefore, I decided to include hem in he 

sample through the second variable, i.e . type of sex work. I identified seven distinc types 0 sex or in 

Addis Ababa on the basis of information from the one-Io-one inleNiews and focus group discussions. 

These were fixed-share workers, equal-share workers, independent home-based operators, s reet al ers, 

hotel and night club sex workers, bar sex workers, and sex or ers operating out 0 small drin ing places 

(see chapter 3 for delails). I decided, Ii ewise, that each of the ypes should be represen ed in my sample 

by at least 5 individuals. That the number of localities and types of sex or as equal is purely a 

coincidence, not designed. How many individuals would actually come from each of the locall ies and ho 

many of the individuals will actually represent each type of sex or in he overall sample 0 00 individuals 
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As I urned ou, he Inallls 0 responden s re lee ed • ha I belre e 0 be a represen a I e sample 

of female-se or ers in AddIs Ababa. The represen a Ion 0 he loca" les as ell as he 

unequal. For the localities the represen atlon urned ou to be as folio s: 1 came rom rom 

Piazza, 8 each from Cherqos and Arat Kilo, 9 from Kolte and a s ri ing 1 came from eshuale ia. Onl 

two other individuals came from outside of the localities in my lIs . 

For the types of sex or the distribution as as folio s: 5 indIviduals ( he minimal number) ere 

(rom small drrnking places; another 5 ere equal-share operators; 7 ere omen ho opera ed rom bars; 

12 were independent home-based operators; 25 were stree alkers and 35, the larges number, ere fi ed­

ra te share operators. 

That there is sometimes no correlation or, even closeness, between the 0 dis ribu ions should 

not be surprising. That is because there is a degree to which some localities tend to specialize in one or 

another type of sex work so that there may be no individuals in some localities to represen some 0 the 

types of sex work. 

1.3.5.4. Questionnaire design and administration 

The questionnaire turned out to be somewhat lengthy because i sough 0 accommoda e as many 

of the ca tegories and conditions of commercial sex wor as possIble and cover all the areas and Issues for 

which I wan ed answers. Ho ever, mos ques ions included in he response sec ion a "non-applicable ( A)" 



caego'n 

a single ues lonnal 

I ad InlS e ed a 

o communica Ion . 

o 

ha e selec ed as Coordlna ors helped In prepanng he . omen or 
s because, once 

I Iden I led he ype 0 se A 0 ha a responden en a es In, I coul qUlc I mo e e 
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There is prac ically no aspec 0 he lives 0 omen In commerCial sa ha a ues lonnalfe dl 

no ouch upon, from basic ac s of age and origin 0 hose 0 a I ude and behavior. os 0 hiS In orma Ion 

has been processed into quantitative da a. Howe er, some 0 i, 0 en collec ed in response 0 unspecl led 

choices or categories in the questionnaire under he ca egory ·0 her(s)", has ne ed valuable quail a I e 

material. The in formation from the questionnaire survey as deployed in my diSCUSSion 0 classllca ion 0 

sex workers as well as their social behaviors and ma es a significant componen 0 chap ers 3 0 5. 

1.4. General Observations on • Fieldwork" among sex workers 

Maybe because I grew up in Addis Ababa and went to school in the Mar ato area (close to one 0 

the major centers of commercial sex work), or because I had some experience or ing i h se or ers 

when I did my BA thesis, the idea of doing research that involves con acting and al ing 0 omen ho are 

in this line of work did not sound too diHicult for me at first. I as used 0 seeing women sanding in ron 0 

the bars and small drinking houses along the main streets through which I passed to go 0 school in he 

early 1990s. The idea had never crossed my mind that these were dangerous women. The hree omen 

whose life stories I wrote for a History BA thesis (Bethlehem, 2000, 2002) had elcomed me hen I 

approached them for interviews and struc me with their disarming honesty. In re rospec , hese ere 

probably the reasons for which I thought of dOing work that might focus on he humanity of these omen 
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I sho be e fa car I 
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fflends, hough hat this as a very dlf Icul hlOg 0 do pa Icularl or a ' oman Ii e me because e ' omen 

would no ta e indly on a oman coming do n rom a high place Ii e a unl erSI and al ing do ,' 0 

them. These are bruta lized women, many said to me, and hey are ery unpredlC able. dall dose 0 

hese warning statements must have had an impac on me, for on my diary for ovember , 2003, I ' ro e: 

I loose hope sometimes about this whole thing. I am beginning 0 curse he day I decided 0 do 
research on this opic ... Wha has pu he mos pressure on me is he a i ude 0 he public 
towards the work ... Many people are telling me to be care ul because here are many a s in 
which HIV is transmitted from one person to the other! 0 hers are saying ha i ill be dl Icul or 
me not to be mistaken by men for a prostitute! Still 0 hers expressed orry tha I surely ill need 
a lot of money to entertain all these women to be able to talk to them .. ." 

In retrospect, however, I realize that my frustration came from my uncertain y as 0 here 0 begin 

and how to get in touch with the women. For I thought that if I made the wrong start and began i h he 

really "bad variety ' of women I might fail disastrously. I was also afraid that I might be misunders ood by 

the women or rejected out of hand. However, once I made the contacts through friends and an GO ha 

worked among sex workers, I was quickly reassured about the validity of my earlier though s abou he 

women. I have to admit, however, that I have at the beginning listened a little 00 much to what I ould call 

"prostitute-bashing". I nearly succumbed to the very thing that I was going ou to study and refu e: he idea 

that "prostitutes" by definition are dangerous and criminal elements. 

As I had expected and hoped, I was able to stri e out a friendship i h many 0 he omen I as 

Introduced to. I did not find their company threatening or in any ay unnatural. In fact , i as very easy or 

me to forget sometimes that I was spending time in surroundings that people consider dangerous or in he 
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A Irs everybody's immedla e assump Ion ' as ha I • as oln 0 as ues Ions abou e 

reac Ion as ra her nega Ive and dIsmIss I e One 0 

coordina or and organizer said 0 me, for Ins ance. ha • ... you people h,n ha I • as us . 0 rans I IDS 

to people. We have told many people ho as ed us abou his ha may be hey should go 0 he sc ools 

and talk to the schoolgirls about it or to the secretaries in the 0 Ices; here is no hing di eren ha e ' " be 

telling you." Another said that she " ... did not now wha people dId i h all he responses hey ha e 

collected from us before ... I did not see anything coming ou 0 i or us". 

Patient explanation and down to earth statements of hat I as 100 ing for al ays conve ed he 

women from doubters to enthUSiastic supporters. It was not difficult for most of hem 0 unders and ha 

academic research meant. I did not present myself as somebody who comes from some agency or 

institUtion whose decisions can affect their lives. I told them that I was a student and ha I needed heir 

help. Only one woman, among over a hundred that I talked to, said that she has some hing be er 0 do 

with her time. In short, the women had no illusions about the purpose of the study and coopera ed illingly. 

Consequently they expressed no worry or doubt about how they might be represented in my or . 

With most of the women, particularly those that I in terviewed in detail for their personal stories, he 

interviews were very candid and straightforward. There was nothing tha as of limi s. In fac , in many 

cases it was the women themselves who took over the lead in he conversa ion and ho here ore no only 

pre-empted the questions that I wanted to pose to them but even al ed abou the hings ha I ould have 

hesita ed 0 ask due to eth ical considerations. The only poin on hich I el uncom ortable as ing ques ions 

was on how much the women charge for the services they give 0 clien s. I 00 notes hen his informa Ion 
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names Ii e Almaz, Yeshi, Tigis , Ze e, or Fan u are so common ha 
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no raise e eb o"'S, e en I 

a relatrve or in ere 0 run in 0 hem in my or . The ' oman . 0 as ad m 0 hide her Iden I said so 

because she has a sibling right now going 0 school in AddiS Ababa Unl ersl . 

In short, I have learnt in the Course of this research ha scholarly or among se • or ers In ddls 

Ababa is relatively easy for a female researcher with empathy, once he line is crossed and he con ac is 

made with them. I say relatively easy because I have the feeling tha i ould no have been as easy or 

male researchers. The women were able to talk to me with a ind of freedom and candidness ha I did no 

expect at all at the beginning. Many of them were quite explicit abou their voca ion, and old me everything 

about their lives, and even, as I said, about things that I did not ask about. Of course, many imes I bro e 

down and cried when I heard some of their heart-rending stories; mos 0 the ime I as deeply ouch ed, bu 

invariably I was sad about the suffering that they are all undergoing. I don't no if his sense 0 empa hy 

came from the fact of my being female also. May be. But I Simply don't hin ha heir hea s and heir 

mouths would have opened as easily for a male researcher. 

1.5. Scope and Limitations of the Study 

The framework in which this study was conceived and carned out as based on he premise ha 

an exploration of the social context of prostitution should involve bo h an intensive e am ina Ion of he 

various forms of '~he social ' and an extensive enough coverage to ensure tha the da a are representa I e. 

The social context in this work is ta en broadly to include 0 elemen s: social ties ha e is be een se 
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commercial sex and deals I h hese ISSU s in so e de all 

scope of our kno ledge abou he opic. os 

Since Ihis research is done in AddIS Ababa on~, I s concluSions, s nc I spea rn , appl 0 

conlemporary Addis Ababa alone, However, Ihera are many reasons or ' h'ch ha ma anal rom d IS 

Ababa could be laken 10 be illuslralive 01 condilions and processes 10 0 her pa s 0 urban E hropla ( , 

some significanl exceptions, 01 course). Firsl 01 all Addis Ababa is bo h he capl al and he blgges urban 

cenler in Elhiopia. Elhiopian Sociely is represenled in Ihe ci~ bolh in is mi ad and dl eren la ed orms. 

Wilh some exaggeralion, Ihe city and its social morphology could be a en as E hiopia in a mm ure. 

Secondly, well over halt of Ihe women who praclice commercial sex are migran s 0 he ci y (al hough, 

unlike previous times, Ihese do nol anymore conslilule an absolule majori ty). As such, no only do hey 

relale Iheir experiences 10 developmenls in virtually all parts of Elhiopia, bUI also mos of hem main ain 

social lies and connections with Ihe regions and localilies from which Ihey had come. There is, here ore, a 

101 of informalion aboul olher parts of Ihe Counlry in Ihe slories of Addis Ababa's sex or ers. A signiflCan 

number of Ihe women had also worked as sex workers in olher lowns and cilies of E hiopia, some going 

back and forth between Addis and these cities and towns. The experiences in Addis Ababa and 0 her urban 

settlements are therefore not only similar but also frequently directly interconnected. 

This is a study of the social universe of women who practice commercial se Openly. I s indings 

relate directly to the experiences of women who are avowed sex or ers. Because 0 his, i has a number 

of rmit tions as a study of the social context of commercial sex in general. One 0 the Ilmi a ions lies in he 

facl lhal a greal deal of commercial sex occurs underground, referred 0 in Ihe Ii era ure (ra her inaccura ely) 

as part-time sex work. Women who might engage in commercial sex or migh describe hemselves no 
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could find 0 reduce he absolu e sense 0 helplessness ha I I bou 

abou underground or ers rom those 0 opera e op nl 

or 

s 0 

en 

openly practice in some parts of he 0 n are no no ' n as such In 0 her pa s 0 eo ' n. 0 a ce alO 

extent, therefore, the open practitioner and he hidden prac I loner ml h be one and he same. 

There are other limitations also. Oespi e my claim ha his IS a s ud 0 e SOCial con e 0 

commercial sex in Addis Ababa, this study does not include he perspec I es 0 a range 0 people and 

interests with whom the women in commercial sex Come in 0 daily con ac . I does no, here ore, compare 

and contrast what the women had to say ith hat their children, paren s, rela Ives, neighbors, landlords, 

pimps, bar-owners, lovers or clients might say about them. In 0 her ords, in his s udy he SOCial UO! erse 

surrounding commercial sex is depicted through the eyes of the omen hemsel es. or does he s ud 

breakdown or differentiate the groups, interests and institu ions that are of en col/ec i ely re ereed 0 as he 

public" or "society". Elements of the public or society who have involved hemsel es in he ma er 0 

commercial sex and in the lives of the women who practice it range from la ma ers 0 go ernmen 

ministries and the police, from neighborhood administrations (the qabales) , to idirs and GOs. The ays In 

which each of these units has been involved in he wor and he lives 0 se or ers and he assump ions 

or premises that have guided their actions is not part of he s ory in his or . 

I recognize the above two limitations as signiflcan IImi a Ions 0 he s udy. They arose pa Iy rom 

the fac hat the study is a student project conduc ed i h limi ed resources in a IIml ed Ime rame. Pa I 

they arose rom the women-centered approach tha I have chosen, as descnbed above. Ye , I recagO! e 



SOCIal con 

missing perspec. 

ano er con e . 

1.6. Prostitutes " VS . Sex Workers ": What s In a name? 

A his early s age, I hln I IS nee ssa a 0 n 

or er(s)" over he more common erm ·pros. U e 5)" and, b I 

"pros i u Ion". lind i necessary 0 e plain his c o.ce no onl becau e I an lcipa e m 

as his ques ion but also because he chOice as also a hard 0 e or me 0 rna e a 

degree 0 ambivalence about bo h se 5 0 erms. ThiS ambl alence ,1 .11 also be re lee ad bo In m 

perspec ives on existing literature and in my in erpre a .on 0 my 0 n r search .nd,n s 

As I will show in some detail in the following chap er, he erm pros . u e" has co e 0 car 

moralistic connotations. It has for long been employed 0 separa e se or ers rom 0 her I omen, among 

other things, in terms of their supposed differences on se ual morali . The erm e 0 es he image 0 he 

shameless, loose and corrupt woman who has chosen to live a public life 0 promlscui In ull de lance 0 

social morality. By "Prostituting" herself, the woman has made a choice 0 mar e her lesh" and servIce 

her own lust or the lust of unknown men. To refer to the omen as prosti u es" ould hus carry he 

implication that I also agree with this common and highly moralls ic in erpre a .on. I don'. Tha .s simpl 

because I do not believe that women in commercial sex choose 0 be in he Sl ua Ion he Ind hemsel es 

in. 

Equally difficult for me to accept is the implica ion ha ould fOlio he use 0 he erm pros I u e" 

in its noun form. "Prostitution in common use, refers Simply 0 hat he "pros i u e" does: he pro iSlon 0 

sexual services commercially, be it by choice or otherwise. Only some Imes does his common use Include 

what he employers of the women (Ii e bar and nigh -club 0 ners, madams pimps or 0 her se capl ahs s) 

do. However, I find this use to be deeply mis a en. ·Pros i U Ion", I beheve, IS an ins I U Ion ha should be 

understood comprehensively "as a set of social rela Ions hlch Involves he provider 0 se ual services (and 



":00 er ca 

(Emp SIS a 

proscnbe or In /fec I a e P I 

lOaccura e and un alf ar ar 

er or bu fH 

5), 

consequences should be shared b all has " ho 

of thiS, I hough ha ·se • or • mlgh be a I ss loa 

phrase "se 

nd r uhror 

/n 

labor. Sex or , indeed, is labor, a hard and palO ul orm a labor a a ThiS, a leas IS ' almos a/ a 

my117 informants have stated ca egorically. 

This is not to say tha "sex or ef" and se ' or · are non-problema IC desl na Ions 

"prostitute" and "prostitution", the problem WI h these terms den es 10 pa rom he ' a e ha e been pu 

to use by those who first coined and popularized them. The erms ere coined and populanzed b liberal 

feminist groups who sought to present "sex war • as a line of or reely chosen by adul omen ' hose 

rights as workers should be respected and whose can rol over heir se uall y should no be 10 e ered ' 

by the state (Rosenblum, 1975; Jagggar, 1983). While this perspec ive is po erlul as a nega Jon a he 

hypocrisy implied in the use of 'prostitute" and "Prostitution", it implies a jus ifica ion a se 

the Simple facts of dehumanization and explOitation involved in i . "This is no or ' said one a my emale 

IOformants, "it is a work you would not want to call war bu or lac a any a her erm" (She aye). no er 

one refers to sex work as work [in which one plays] i h flre ... a IOd of or in hich you I, ouldn' ell 

people who you are" (Tirusew). The assertion that sex or is II e or in he a Ice or in he ac ory is a 

PropOSition that is very difficult for me to accept. There is some hing unique and dl eren abou can e 109 

one's body into a commodity. That is why I feel a bad a e as e every Ime I use he e pression .se 

Yet, I believe that bad aftertaste is infinitely better than eellng hypocn Ical or un air. Thus I auld use se 

work" and "sex workers , rather than "prostitution" and pros i u es". I ill use he la er comb,na Ion 0 erms 
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1.7. Organizat ion 01 the Work 

IS hesis IS dl Id d In 0 5 c ap e s 

pa Icular ocus on e shl Ing Ima s 0 

2 ..... "HI .... 

across ime. The chap er presen S e I erse approac s 0 

and Imes bu es abhshes he essen lal poln a In all I 

as "debased" or as "exploi ed" ca egones 0 • omen. Chap er 3 . III presen a sc 

of he sex or er population of Addis Ababa and accoun s or 51 nl lean c an s a 

demographic charac eris ics and mode 0 opera Ion 0 se . 0 ers In e CI since 
e 

9805 
Chapter 4 will u ilize the scheme outlined in chap er and ac ua" Iden If and d scnbe e arrous 

categories in Addis Ababa. Chapter 5 will tackle he issue 0 ho se 

be they family, kin , friends, Clients, neighbors, men or omen. I III describe he e 0 s ha 

make to stay "normal" and to remain decen human beings. A concluding sec Ion • III brrng ege er e 

major strands of the thesis (discussed in the las our chap ers) oge her and summarrze he argumen . 



Chapter 2 

Theoretical Considerations and Review of Literature 

The opic 0 comm rCI I S 

socIal heons s These 

hIs mu ual,n luence, I is dl Icul 0 nea I s 

those made by theore ically inspIred • n ers or IS I POSSlb 

heory have been conSls en Iy assocla ed 'i' I (0 p, 0 or 

10 commercial sex. Concep sand argumen s • I h,n a SIngle perspec I • in social eory coo be 

marsha led in support of opposing ideas and agenda among ac I IS groups oreo er, e one and con en 

of discussions on commercial sex, be hey publIc or academIc, ha e aned (om place 0 place and (om 

culture to culture. They have also changed hrough Ime. Tha IS hy any 5 ud 0 he " era ure on 

commercial sex should include the ro le not only social heory and con emporary po" ICS bu also 0 cuI ure 

and history. 

In this short chapter I do not intend to underta e a horough revie 0 he" era ure or 100 /0 0 all 

of these elements in detail. What I will try to do, instead, is highligh some 0 he major posi Ions and Ie' 5 

In the literature only with respect to the issues tha t in terest me in this hesis. I ill do so by brea /Og do n 

the material in to three sections under which I will discuss Wes ern, A rican and E hiopian hemes and 

approaches. This breakdown is justified in part because i reflec s he cuI ural and hIS oneal elemen s 0 

which I want to call attention in this thesis. It is also useful because i enables me 0 proceed rom he 

general to the specific because the li terature on commercial sex in Africa (and here ore in E hlopla) has 

been considerably influenced by Western paradigms and vie s. 

I will make one major argument in this chapter: that e is ing Ii era ure does no provide adequa e 

and satisfactory answers to the most contested issue in the hole ma er 0 commerCIal se , namely, he 

dIfference between those women who practice it and those ho do no prac Ice i . Tha IS because no one 

appears to have been in terested in the social II e 0 he se or ers beyond helf or 0 sel"ng se . In 



place 0 a cuI ural a 

• n er ( ruong, 990) calls fVllTV\n~'n, 

he ,,' omen separa es em COli C I 0 

dOing so oni on he basIs 0 

assocla es each mdl Idual • oman I 

ay 0 "homogenizing" he omen lumps or combm s 

the specificity of heir wor and ha this md of 0 mans or Ir " 

condition of sex workers as just anolher form 0 opp asslon and e plol a ion In ' hlc 

themselves under patriarchal orders. 

The first way of homogenizing sex or ers has imphca Ions or ho ' he ' om n are conce ed as a 

social group and as individuals because it associa es the or I h personah ral s e second ' a 0 

homogenizing sex workers, on the other hand, simply proceeds rom denymg he ahdl 0 

homogenizing them and goes into its own job of homogenizing he omen i h all 0 her ' omen; I does no 

find it necessary to show how the first way of homogenizing as incorrec . 

My position throughout this thesis is that neither of these e treme forms 0 homogenlzmg" se 

workers is fully correct. Women who practice commercial sex should not be lumped oge her and labeled, 

as one would label a factory product that is made out of basically the same ra ma erial. Such labels or 

sex workers have almost always involved value judgments as to he character and social 0 h 0 he 

women. Nor should sex workers be fused indistinctly in 0 a ra her too broad ca egory 0 oppressed 

women" because what sex workers do to earn money, in my behef, is bo h speci IC in i s na ure and 

significant in terms of its impact on their lives. It is in this frame or ha , a er a survey 0 he hera ure, I 

will put forward a thesis for a differentia ted analysis of female sex or ers in AddiS Ababa. 



2.1. Western Images and Approaches : From the Upper Cia Courte an 10 e I or er­Whore 

in public or academic hera ure, e 01 ed rom C 

The pros I U e", according 0 his no lon, IS a en pn 

se . I IS U her said ha , despi e s anng IS com 

makers have 0 arded dl eren Ideas abou 

argued that the sinners should be separa ed rom he Sin, an s much 
5'. Some 

o s 
argued that the sinners are inseparable from he Sin, sug es Ing ha se ' or ers soul be p osecu ed a 

forced to abandon their trade in the in erest of public eli-being I is ese ,' 0 no Ions a are sal 0 

have been behind the opposing camps tradl ionally re erred 0 as he regula Ion school and e aboh Ion 

school". 

In actual fact, however, Western perceptions and perspec Ives on commerCial se ' ere muc 

more complex. They cannot be Simply reduced to differen in erpre a Ions of ChriS Ian se ual morah . In 

terms of time also, some of the themes and views abou commercial se preda e he emergence 0 

Christianity while others are as recent as the nineteenth and t entieth cen uries. 

With some risk of overgeneralization, we can tal in terms of 0 broad orms 0 discourse i h 

regard to commercial sex in Western Europe. One of hem is ha e migh call a male-cen ered 

discourse, focusing on the interests of what it regarded as "normal" socie y ra her han on he in eres s 0 

the women who practiced commercial sex. The principal issues tha this discourse ries 0 address are 

issues such as public morality, public health and public safe y. The 0 her orm 0 discourse is ha e 

might call a female-centered discourse, seeking to focus on he interes sand perspec ives 0 he omen. 

The issue on which th is discourse has focused is gender inequali y in poll ics, he econom and socie , and 

the meaning of this inequality both for the recruitmen 0 omen or se or and or he ay hey h e In I . 

The first form of discourse is obviously the oldest form, and he mos Influen lal 0 he o. The second orm 

was relatively very recent and is somewhat still marginal. 

7 



e major pe spec I S 10 

o s ruc urahsm, ha e 10 luene a 

emp 109 0 assocla e a pa Icular perspec 

commerCial sex, ac uaUy no suc one- 0-0 

note that, a the same Ime as I 10 luenceo 

a ec ed and In luenced by prevailing or c an91ng no 10 s abou 

work. 

2.1.1. From the Farren Woman to the Dirty Whore: Patriarchy" and Western Images of the Sex Worker 

with what we might call the de-linking of the woman ho becomes a "pros I u e" rom normal or malOs ream 

The male-centered or patriarchal I discourse on commercial se in he es almos aI", a s began 

society, and then proceeded to re-link her 0 ha socie i h a ne , iden i and I h suPposedl e ' 

behavior and attitude. In pre-Christian times, this de-lin ing simply mean ha he pros I u e" ' as Ie' eo 

pnmarily as a woman who has dissociated herself from family or in or as a person ho had been los 0 her 

folks either due to rebellion or due to the intervention of some e raordlOary orce. oreover, he de-1m ing 

might or might not have involved the physical movement 0 the oman a a rom her place 0 bl h or 

upbringing. What it meant was that once the break from "normal socie had a en place he oman's 

conduct as regards sex was not be governed by rules applying to he res 0 he socie . I IS also 

noteworthy that in pre-Christian times this dissociation from normal society as no necessaril regarded as 

a tragedy for the woman. In Greek society, for instance, the "prosti u e" could enjoy a high s us and 

command respect, depending on the social class and status of the men 0 hom she provides se ual 

palri r hal di 
th 

I 1 will refer l lh i di ur 
\\ho gave il (hi l1am . 
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PrOSlliUUC)tl 

ce aln cui ures and co 

as a badge 0 honor ra er an 0 

promiScuoUS oman became, irS an oremos 

ho bro e 0 rom normal Socle 0 beco e 

aliena lion bu had also dishonor d and c eapen 

In erestlng and noteworthy abou he Ie' s 0 earl 

element is that Christians did no proceed rom 

bad woman who poses danger 0 socie y. In 0 

the "prostitute" to society in adversarial erms. The posllons a en b 

Aquinas, for ins tance, ref lect the altl ude of Chns lans dunn 

condemned commercial sex, but ro e hat I is a use ul (I no 

I P nod on his ISS 

was that if "prostitution" were to be abolished ou II poilu e all hln S ' I h Ius', or h s re son, 

the practice is "a lawful immorality". Ta e a a he se ' a " Sam 

"and you will fi ll he place with pOilu Ion ... a e a ay he pros IUS 

sodomy" (Quo ed in Parrinder, 1980: 225·6). In sho . e posllon 0 

as necessary because it ca ers 0 male Ius ha IS som o ' nd 

protect society. Commercial sex vas also olera cd m 

useful Governmen s or po en a es collec ed a es rom bro 

The conversion 0 the promiScuous an , e e ore, 

debases no JUS hersel bu also socle • as a roc SS 
o 



es ern Europe I ' as a process 

cuI ural, some 0 em SOClo-economlC 

the developmen 0 he Social PUrism 

nine een h cen ury. 

SOCI 

far apart rom each other in erms of Ime. The also a ect 

he beginning. Moreover, they deve loped firs among small sec Ions 0 SOCI 

regarded themselves as "the chosen" or as ell e pes Ho e er, e mo e 

the continent, going beyond their geographical or social poln s 0 ongln. E en uall , e crea ad a socia' 

atmosphere characterized by high level of intolerance, regimen a Ion and sel -ng eousness. 

These culturally significant developments 00 place a he same Ime as slgnl lcan c a 

taking place in the social structure of West European socie y nggered by urbani a Ion and Indus nail a Ion. 

80th of these phenomena were attended by widespread social dlsloca Ion caused b he des ruc Ion 0 old 

patterns of life associated with the countryside. In many cases they brough abou he aboll Ion 0 SOCial 

units and institutions with which people were familiar before; in some cases, hey dlc a ed he recons I u Ion 

of the social units and institutions along new lines. The result was he emergence of large masses 0 people, 

men and women, for whom the new environment was strange, unfamiliar, aliena Ing and s ress ul. One 

result of this was the expansion of commercial sex both as a source of livelihood or omen 0 had liml ed 

Sources of self-sustenance in the new environment and as a seNice ca enng 0 he se ual needs 0 a lar e 

male population of workers. Commercial sex was also associa ed I h alcohol, he ' 0 0 hem becoming 

frequent pass-times of the working class in the industrial to vns and CI les oblas, 9 2). 

It is important to note that the framewor ithin which commerCial se is diSCUSSed in es ern 

Europe ever since the nineteenth century is de ermined by he In errela lonshlp be een he ' 0 

phenomena I have just described: the socio-cul ural phenomenon 0 punsm, charac en ed b he hardening 

of the language towards commercial sex and he omen ho prac Iced i, and he Soclo-eco omlc 



phenomenon 0 urbanI a lon, po 

hardenIng 0 he language I sel ,' as a rD, ,,,,,,,,,,,,,,, 

called "cou esan", had become socIal! 

no surpnsing ha he upper class, ' IC do 

class "pros I u e" as apical embodlmen 0 I 

An additional elemen ha accompanred e s I 

fa llen woman to the immoral and criminal ' oman ' as 

diseases in Europe. One of these diseases as s p ihs 

15
th 

century are believed to have introduced 0 Europe, became a 

sIxteenth century. It continued to be so all he ay 0 he be Innrn 0 

om 

I concern n 

bacterial agent that causes it was discovered and a cure as de eloped In e mean 1m " spread ear 

of the disease meant that women who engaged in promiscuous se came 0 be regar d as malor pu hc 

health hazards. The language about the "prostitute" thus came 0 Include In I s ocabula erms a carry 

connotations of "contamination" and "disease". 

By the nineteenth century, therefore, the typical "pros I u e" In es ern Europe had come 0 be 

characterized by two attributes: a socially dead or alienated person ho dId no have rn or communr ha 

she calls her own (Paterson, 1982), and a person who is a major habih 0 socle y, embod Ing and 

symbolizing immorality, crime and disease. 

As I pointed out above, social theory, most of which also da es from he nine een h cen ury, had an 

Influence on these changing notions of the female sex wor er, and as in urn In luenced by hem. In e ec , 

what the major theoretical perspectives engaged in was the tas 0 es ablishlng he ·sclen I Ic-ness· 0 he 

various characteristics which by the nineteenth century Wes ern European socie y had alre dy come 0 

associate with female sex workers: alienation, promiscuity, immorali y, crimina" , and con amrna Ion 

Three major theoretical schools are notable for their con ribu ions In his re ard Socloblolog , Func lonalrsm 

and arxism. 



Soc,O 10Iog IS a eo 

perspec I e a nes 0 e plain 

One 0 I s claims is ha e g 

behavior, he argumen goes, IS b a 

particular inchna Ions in human bein s could be 10 

trom 1m media e paren s only (Tn ers, 972, 

Implications tor he study ot commercial se One 0 em ' as r 

and the other was quite commonly cited in s udles 0 human s 

Classical criminology, which made i s appearance 10 

pnnciple or concept ot atavism, which asse ed ha ne a I e persona II be r ced 0 

one's parents could have come down trom some remo e ances or. In he nine e n h cen u IS concep 

was employed in the study ot commercial sex wor ers, he argumen belOg ha , omen ,' ho ma e 

themselves available tor this kind ot selt·abuse are irra ional people ho mig be su enng rom some 'lnd 

ot mental idiocy. The social environment ot nineteenlh cen ury Europe, charac en ed b ' despread 

presence of sex workers in the large cities, appeared 10 lend jus Illca Ion 0 hese Inds 0 diagnoses. 

because the phenomenon represented a stark negation ot what as no n as es ern CI III ed beha lor 

Advocates ot this approach presented "prostitution" as a pathological condi ion, resullng rom some orm 0 

biological degeneration. Physical examinations ot arrested se or ers pro ed" ha he omen e hlbl ad 

some torm ot defortT!ity or physical peculiarity, indicating a reappearance 0 some ene IC elemen carned 

by some ancien"" ancestor (Lombroso and Ferrero cited in Truong, 1990; S and E. Cluec , 9 , Sma , 

1976). Another "milder version" of the thesis ot atavism appears in he or 0 T. Kemp (CI ed In Truong, 

1990), a criminologist who '~ound" that prostitution" was a heredl ary rai because his s ud 0 he 

genealogy of arrested "prostitutes" showed that their mo hers or grandmo hers had also been ·pros l ues. 

The other key argument ot sociobiology that has had some In lu nce bo h on public and scholarl 

views of commercial sex is the argument that many elemen s 0 he social beha lor 0 men and 0 n 

arise from their sexual behaviors which in turn are biologically de ermined 
e argumen oes ha m n 



,','0 en ' ereas 

pregnancy, chi! ca a a 

female ph slcal cons ram S 

ha he male ends 0 be m e 

IS more pressured 0 dra • e 
S 

or rand 

dnve of men, which supposedly IS na ural and biOlogical! 

commercial sex is part of the nature-induced Inclina Ion 0 he 

material support. What is importan to no e here IS he ac ha In com rcial s bo 
and 

the seller are supposedly playing roles ha na ure has dlc a ed on m ( Iison, 975. r rs, 9 2, 

Sayers, 1982). 

Sociobiology shares these explana ions of commerCial se m arms 0 mala nd amale sa ual 

behavior with Functionalism, the other dominant perspec I e in SOCI I heory Ironlcall, Func lonahsm 

emerged as a reaction to the biological determinism 0 sociobiology, clalmin 0 Ind a d arml n s 0 

referred as "nature". Deriving principally from he or S 0 EmIle Ou h Im, Func Ion h5m IS eor lcal 

perspective that focuses on the constraints tha socle imposes on a Indl Idual Our ' e 

"collective conscience" refers to "the se 0 ideas e emal 0 an I n IOd I u I bu endo I I h coerCI e 

force over individual thought and behavior (Truong, 9 O. 22, S also ms, 80). In 

however, wha Functionalism ended up doing IS e plalnrng hu n be lOr PJ I 10 e 
IS, 

partly in erms of (human) na ure. Specllcally ' re ard 0 co rCI I sa , a pers 



Func lonahsm e I I an In 

e plalnlng he ro e 0 m n In 

Func lonahs discourse are e conc 

Individual 0 con orm 0 he norms and 

he syndrome 0 ahena Ion ha co es ' 

Irra lonal and he as 0 socle y IS 0 orce 

to be al ays ra lonal. Sexual desires are amon 

"civilized" socle y, according 0 Func lonahsm, IS In cons raining 

ways ha guaran ee social solidari y and s abill 0 

Anthropology, wrote that "sex IS really dangerous, /1 IS] a po ' ul and Isrup I e 
flO,.,,,, tV1S 

powerful means of regulating, suppressing and directing" ( allno s i In Truong, 9 0 2 ) I ollo 'lS (0 

this that the more society controls sex, the more rallonal and Clvlh e I ' oul be In ac , he p mary 

purpose of social institutions like courtship and marriage, according 0 Func lonahs s, IS e a lonal 

distribution of sex in society. Thus, by establishing monogamous con/u al les as he s andard 0 0 

marriage, Western society has supposedly developed he mos ra lonal and CI Ih ed mec amsm 0 

distributing sex that human societies have ever developed. Monogamy IS hus unc lonal 0 CI Ih ad socle 

that has attained what Functionalists, following Malinows i, refer 0 as organic sohdan , he hlg es 0 m 

of social solidarity. By implication, societies ha had less s ric rules abou se are belle ad 0 a e been 

savages that are remnants of times long past in human his ory. AI ema Ively, among he sa ages, he 

looseness of the rules governing sex and the sexual ins itu Ions ha resul rom hese rules re lee he 

"mechanical" nature of the social solidarity that existed among hem. 

More important for our purposes in this or is he ay Func Ion IIsm e plains commerCial se 

workers In light of this schema about the ra lonal diS nbu Ion 0 se In socle . The e plana Ion IS ra er 

simple: there are always people for hom s rict , ra Jonal and CI III ad rules 0 social conduc are slm I 

unbearable. "Prostitutes" are among such people; hey are among peo Ie ' 0 d la e rom e no ms 0 
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socle , brea hose no s a 

agarns es abhs ed cui ure-, 

dis rnc I eness 0 

socle 

"pros i u e". I does no explain y a 0 an 

behavior. or does it say, as does SOClobiolog , 

surprising oversight, particularly in vie' 0 he ac ha Fune 10 ahsm sse s 

price of social anomie. 

Even more surprising, however is ha I IS onl 

theory accuses of deviance against society's standard norms 0 se ual beha lor, no a 

a 

Func lona s 

their sexual services. The dualist approach to human sa ual! y I h hlch Func lonahsm opera es (I sel 

borrowed from sociobiology) has led it to limit its analysis 0 he in e ace be een cui ure and se 0 he 

behavior of the female only, without including the male. WI h regard 0 male se ual be a lor ' a 

Functionalism does, in fact , is simply re-deploy the claims 0 sociobiology: ha male se uah canno reall 

be fully controlled because it is naturally uncontrollable. In 0 her ords, he male se dn e is na urall so 

powerful that society can only hope to constrain it, not bring it under con rol; men engage in mul lple se ual 

liaisons because nature permits it; that they do so is not ac ually a rebellion or de iance agains socle 's 

norms; it can only be described as an act of meeting the dicta es 0 na ure i hou a ing he responslbll! les 

that come with marriage or other conjugal ties of a permanen na ure. 

In fact, Functionalism proceeds from this acceptance of male se uall 0 0('1 ard an argumen 

about the functions of "prostitution" in modern "civilized society. Pros i u Ion", i argues a es care 0 hiS 

overpowering and overflowing male sex drive. It is therefore unc ional 0 socle because I reduces he 

possibili ty of conflict among men for access to women or IImi s he occurrence 0 such iolen ac s as rape 

Regarding male sexuality and its relationship vi h commercial se , he parallels I h socloblolog as ~ ell as 

WI th early Christianity are very striking indeed. ha IS dis Inc I e abou Fune lonallsm IS he ae ha e 



,':oman ,', ho IS scn 

erms IS a ism Here also, er 

them. In lac , hen it comes 0 comme cia) sa 

theoretical position. The writings 01 a hlms I 

remarks hat are variously interpreted by la er n ers 

the latter regarded "prostitution" as labor In 0 hlc 

interpretation of Marx suggests tha he was impllCI I accep Ing 

[an activity] devoid 01 'true love'" (Truong, 1990:3 ; Jaggar, 983) 

rpr 

orc 

arx suggests that he was not really directly concerned ' I h he ins I u Ion 0 commerci I sa 

he was actually using the term prostitution" only me aphoncall , as no In he co I Ion In • IC ca 

subjects all kinds of labor, including the labor of he or Ing class, 0 i s ne s u 

dic ates. The organization of production under capi ahsm, arx IS sal 0 ha e ar ued, • as such ha e 

"means 01 production are turned into means of domination and e plol a Ion 0 he producer • 0 become 

degraded to the level 01 an 'appendage 01 a machine' and hose In IIec u I po en lal is d s ro d in e 

process." (Truong, 1990:31 ). What Marx referred to as pros I u Ion" IS, according 0 his In erpr lon, e 

condition of a person being "forced by the economic system 0 e chan e ha • Ich is mos hi er 0 • n, i.e. 

labor power", without having any power at all on he erms 0 e chan e" (Ibid) 

A Similarly vague use of the term pros i u Ion" In a IS discourse appears in e . or 0 

Frederick Engels. In his book, The Origins of Ihe Family, Pnv Ie Pro nd he S e ( 98 ). En Is 

accounts lor the rise 01 monogamy in terms of the emergence 0 pn a e pro , nd r ers 0 pasl Ion 

of the woman in monogamous relationships as crasses p os I u Ion" because r a chm nOn 

anses lrom his control over property. The oman In his Ind 0 mar a , sa s En Is, I ers rom e 



10 0 sla e once a 

husbands are ee 0 

• I h a hlmsel, has h I 

courtesan ... . ho hires ou er bod I e a " 

temale trgure agains \~ hose condl Ion SOU 

he as no discussing commerCial se • 0 a5 5 c . 

The consequences 0 his lac 0 ISCU55/0 

aO(Jsm is ha their followers 

msfl/ution. That is why, it appears 0 me, here IS no SOh I 

than descriptions ot it as a condition in to which omen are orc 

there is nothing particularly Marxist abou saying ha • om n urn 0 co 

economic opportunities. 

However, even it the tather tigures 0 a Ism ha e h I 0 sa bou 

commercial sex as such, there is a lot tha t they say abou he S person or s 

special category ot women. Both Marx and Engels re er 0 se ' or ers s 

embody decadent bourgeois morality. Marx (197 CI ed In T ruon, 90 35) ra ers 0 s 

'Iumpen-proletariat', as the unproductive and 'dangerous' cl ss, nd pI ces m in 

'vagabonds and criminals'. Marx apparently does no address he con r IC Ion be " en h s 51 I DO 0 

sex workers as "dangerous" people with his 0 n s a emen s ha e erybod h na ed rom ir I bor PO'" r 

IS Virtually a "prostitute". 

In any case, the highly moralis ic ,ud men 
5 " .. ,"''''_" 

Immoral and rotten elements had become a s andard elem n In ci 551 

strongly, tor instance, when one 100 s in 0 he n mgs 0 

RUSSian revolutionary leader vehemently opposed su 5 IOns b 15 I comr 

o 

n 



p OS lu es' 

Ze In In e 

ha here IS no place In 

less or pros lues' Pros , u ,on' as ' f 

phenomenon 0 decay ' (IbId). 

I can here ore be saId 

morally debased and dlssolu e ele en s, e 

represent a sub-culture charac en ed b abnor 

that have been sho n to exis be • een 

the vanous strands of Liberalism, ere seems 0 b , a e II, 
or no 00 

the Issue 0 how he 'prostitu e" is descnb d 

In summary, it is clear from the oregoing ha h 

support for the male-centered discourse on commerCial se 

ranging from sociobiology to Marxism, ended 0 deplc se • 0 

characterized by similar values and at itudes bu also as soclall 

collection of humanity. The differences among he vanous s rands la pnm nI ' In ho 'f 

caused the women to be like this, some pOin 109 0 na ure n 0 

another. It is not noteworthy also tha almos all he major • n rs ding 10 0 

were themselves men and as such consciously or unconsclousl s uc 0 h b, 

2.1.2. From the Victim of Sexual Violence to the Sexual Entrepreneur: The Women 's 
Movement and Western Images of the Sex Worker 

The coun er argumen S 0 he male-ce e d orm 0 scour 0 s 
vor ers came ra her late in time. They came along • 's 

hlch actually pIC ed up momen urn onl rom e /a er pa 0 For c 



\ 

no ,'" " I mgs con alnln 

a has se eral e slons a 

o ':e er, I IS no 

he charac ens ICS ha 

d,rec Ion eminlS II era ure oes no 0 

pa narchal bias. I does no , ere ore, 

connec Ion be een se 

In short , I does not s op and ry 0 redeem e 

than those amiliar to the male-cen ered discourse 0 In ,' h, 

ay of speaking on behalf of the omen, ra her an cn lealf 

there are three further pOints abou them, aI/ 0 h no In 

depending on how the various strands of eminls discourse e pI In 

commercial sex. In other words, each of he chaeac en a Ions IS p 

n 

respond to he question of what causes "proStitution". The second po'n IS h ch rac er a IOnS ar no 

about personal character or about values; they are either abou h suppos d Ie I 0 conSCIOus SS 0 

women or about their socioeconomic condition as a group. The hlrd, an pro 

point, is that the characterizations are not as to allzlng, ea e oneal or r dleal as 

male-cen ered discourse. For, to do so yould ha e de ea ed I e a ure 

regarding sex workers, namely, presenting the predlcam n 0 he ' om n In a ea ory s pa 0 e 

predicamen of women as a whole. 

Interestingly enough, this emale-cen ered orm 0 dlscour Iso dr ' on oci I 

ItS argumen s, doing so sometimes for ha SOCial heory canno hi 

sometimes for positions or views in social heory ha suppo I s pees 

Three principal strands of argumen can be dlscor 

commercial sex, each of which is assocI a ed h a pa Icular c ar c 

I -bl Sin 

s. 

e 

on 



com 

argu en IS assocla ed ', c 

made b 

commercializing an aspec 0 do 

o payor pa very II Ie. his ar u 

, ho are rying 0 survive baing 0 

The mos vocal and hlg I poll lcal r 

feminist n ers and ac I IS S or I,' hom pros I u Ion· I 

men According 0 his group, male con rol 0 r e 

gender and gender roles by pa narchalldeolog In 

not about economic or 0 her orms 0 po 

sexuali ty. She ri es: 

Feminist critics of pa narchal alues loea e he so rc 

speCIfically in he deep recesses 0 he male br In 

irS They ere hen "ob)ec I led" In 0 ·acce 

of soclallza ion in hich children are aug s 

o Feminism dra s pnmarlly on he perspec J 0 

PI,OCOS5eS 

C L 



· s 

OPPOSI Ions 0 

has no 109 0 

Rhodes and c elli, 985). 

I h regard 0 co 

Femlnts S ho engage In se ual poll ICS 

violence agains omen, albel 0 e amo 

5; 8 ,'. 

should be blamed no on he ' 0 en bu on 

II, like pimps and procurers (Barry, 1981 a, 98 b) 

wllh regard 0 he regula ion" vs. "aboli Ion" de a r 

Ihe aboll ion school, arguing 

women. 

ore direc Iy relevan 0 he concerns 0 his S IS '/ 

aboul he omen ho prac Ice commercial se ·Pros IUS·, 

forms 0 sexual domina Ion; Ihey are omen rom ' hom 

wrenched a ay by he dominan male es abhshm n 

VIC Ims reah e or accep 

Ihe vie S or opinions 0 

alse consciousness" abou heir condl Ion. T 

core of he problem, migh ha e gone In 0 

only as a VIC 1m 0 male se ual domina Ion b 

97 ; Chodoro , 1978). The ' ors -case sc no 

o 

o 



IS n 

urn 0 an area In ' hich h ha na u 

1979; cLeod, 982) 

This S rand 0 Feminism is ' Id I cur n In occu I() I SOCiolog 

Insplra Ion on he Liberal pnnclples 0 ·ra Ion I c OIC " no 0 

I s main objec Ive IS 0 S led ba e on ·pros I u Ion" 

deplc ed as a syndrome 0 de lance and d lin u ncy 0 e eco 

chOice here I ould be deplc ed as busln SS (Jaggar, 983) I IS, In 

strand 0 feminism ha commerCial s IS no ' mor and mor r 

pros!! U Ion", he argumen being ha e la er des I na Ion re I c s n 

This s rand 0 Feminism is also unl ue or ISS and on 

Itselt 0 ally opposed 0 bo h regula Ion and aboll Ion becaus 

IS some hlng cnmlnal abou commerCial sa ' or 

to he Idea 0 consensual se as some hin 

public au hon has no righ s 0 leg Isla or 0 

I h re ard 0 e ' omen ' 0 prac IC 

he e al ed lie 0 ·en rep eneu s· I a 

non-pros I u e or marned 'IOmen do. caIOlV'II.OC 

). 

. I 

o 



10 L F 

sand 

shoo d curb no 

en e IlIeg, una e and u 

FemJnIS S . ho subscnbe 0 I 

probably more han any 0 

protechon accords • ell . I h 

body tha claIms 0 represen se . 0 rs 
orld 0 r. E 

organrzed se or ers, as such, IS ha hIs S rand 0 F mInI m 

vIews or the se 

that Includes lis ening 0 hem (0 ' elll, 19 6). In a • a , IS r 

necessary part or he Liberal Femlnls s ra e . 

therr mobilization, and ithout heir mobl" a Ion he goals ha LI r I F 

dlHlcult to achieve. 

Equally note orthy ror he purposes 0 IS SUS 

commercial sex or ers or accusa Ion as corrup an poilu ed 

rerers to them as en repreneurs Ins ead 0 ad IriS· In 0 

been drrec ed a he omen only by calling 

Indeed, corrup or poilu ed. This IS on 0 he 

up the argumen la er. 

The las , bu by no means e leas I po n 0 

hemselves 0 he ques Ion 0 commerCIal se IS 

LJ r 

o 

on 



re are 

', ho e ra 0 

prepanng he male labor orc 

recognizing and pa Ing or r 

o temale po e . om n, In sho , r 

al erna Ive, many urn 0 comm rClal s 

Because I a es conomlC pn Jon 

has been closel assocla ed • I h a 

The ar Ism ha I re ers 0 ho ever, IS no 

but the a Ism 0 early emlnlS s II e Clara Ze In ( 857. 

Both of Ihese female a IS shad 0 ' ard 

general, and omen's labor In pa Icular 

of "produc Ion" (or age or) a he e pense 0 reproduc Ion· (or do 

FemlOism also dra s Insplfa Ion rom he soclahs I al 

non·sexual orms 0 "pros I u Ion" ' III ha e becom 

and he have-no s; In sho, I h e abo" Ion 0 pn 

As regards I s charac en a Ion 0 

assocla Ing commercial se . ' 0 e 5 nel 

Iso cl 

m 

poe 

). 

ide Ol()j", no, ,', 



• 

In 

• or ers. Ho ' 

he omen In commerCial s 

affected In 0 he s ruggle In SOl can be 

stra egy. 
L 

2.1.3. Beyond Patriarchy and Feminism: A Brief Critique of Western Literature 

From the foregoing, S9 eral POlO s em ge 9 cl rI . 0 

work and the sex wor er have been Po ra ed In man dl 

charactenzation of the "proslltute" depended on ho ' decls on. 

Inslltution 0 "prosti ution" and accoun ed or I s e IS enca In SOCt 

portrayals of sex orkers al ays folio ' ed condemna Ions 0 pros I U Ion" 

portrayals 0 sex or ers al ays Implied appro al 0 pros I U Ion" Sr 

difference has been be een he male·cen ered dlscours on 

characteriza ions of he "pros itu es" on he one hand, nd 

and associated characterizations 0 he pros t u e" on 

centered re lections ended 0 be en leal 0 ·pros lues' nd I 

retlec Ion. Tha common elemen IS e ac 

bo' I 



rou 

nor pros. u es· as a soc. I ca 

and the prac I loners In ern /I 

perspec Ives and dl e en Iud 

hin. I ould have said a suc 

because here are • or s, mos I In 

·pros lu es' In 0 ypes" or ·classes· on 

across these ypes· and ·classes·. 

It IS reasonable, here ore, 0 conclu 

biased or emale-biased, opera ed ' I h he no Ion a 

"proslltutes" i h a dis inc iden I and a diS inC S 

behaviors and alii udes migh be nega I el or POSII el 

off the omen from all 0 her omen or no ; bu ha 

of selling sex is a en or gran ed. 

ry 

2. 2. Africanist Approaches: The Problem of Empiricism and Localism 

There are 0 very s rI Ing pheno ena bou 

Africa One 0 hem is ha , ' h ery e' e c lCOS 

II era ure is e remely empirical, I.e no eor lcal 0 0 

o ~nn.:::ar" 

om 



rad Ion. ere IS no I 

The 0 her S rI Ing P 

se • or ha ma be charac us IC 0 

empIrical ma enal is dl eren la ed In 0 s 

As a result, Idely shared con In n al pa rns 

hlstoncal processes are no brough ou cl a I 

both African social s udles and he s ud 0 sa 

experiences of he so-called Third orld In 0 

nowledge of one of he mos unl ersal 0 human Ins I u IOns. 

It IS for these t 0 reasons ha a discussion 0 

sex workers ould necessarily read more II e a II era ure r 

also for this reason thai i ould be more prac Ical 0 

he themes ha commonly come up In s udles 0 com 

sexuality, culture, economiC Impera I es and social s ruc ure) 

that Interes s uden s 0 social change In rica (ISS 

urbanization, migration and diseases) ra her h n b m 

cen eredl emale-cen ered dlcho om ha I a a used 

est. 

Equally Impo an I , I IS or he re sons m n 

sta emen or s a emen s ha rlcanls WI ars 

7 

ur COO ou 

on 



IS or a camp 0 

pa Icular '. n er In e 

Ie ,',' or a IU e o.· ar S ISS 

In email , I hln one can ma e sa 

IS bo h overdra n and an erous 

rom realities in he res 0 A nca I IS an 

Ethiopian excep ionalism, a serious probl min ' 

su ers rom some degree 0 in ellec ual Isola Ion Des I IS 

review in 0 "African" and "Ethiopian" no onl because r mal on 

Ethiopia but also because the Ii erature on e res 0 A nca IS scan and mos I I 0 

in contrast, I am close to the vast but mos Iy unpublished ma enal on E lOp, . 

2.2.1 Images of the Sex Worker in Africa: From the Cultural Rebel to the Sexual 
Entrepreneur 

One of the conspicuous absences in the IHera ure on he e eo 

"prostitution as a pathology". The socio-biological argumen ha om n urn 0 p os I u Ion" d 

ind of biological or psychological problem is not seriously a en in he ncaniS II e 

though the "relationship" between crime and ·prostitutlon" IS Idel recognl ed 

commercial sex work in the Ugandan capita l of Kampala (Sa ese . 982 II), 

the African li terature seems to be actually to explain in cui ural arms • ha es em Ii er ure e I Ins In 

phYSical or biological terms. 

The [biological or) psychological incapaci les purpo ed b 
be the primary cause of prostitution ough 0 be se nand 
symptoms, rather than as causes, hlch he • 0 n 
prostitution suHers when she, on retlec lon, reall as 
that [what she does) ... is not the bes e pee e 0 

society ... " 



, 0 has bro en a .. :a ro 

and coming 0 e CI (Co 

Ano her sub­

of the pros I u e" as a member 0 

shght dl erence rom he es ern I ' In 

his coun er-cul ure, he behe being a 

Independence hen cui ural na lonahsm • s 

liberated A ncan coun ries ha sough 0 n SOCI 0 cu ur I co IOn 

eradicate pros I u ion" ( ulhngs, 976) 

Economic explana Ions 0 ·pros I u Ion" In n 

literature 10 this con e is ei her pa 0 h cn I u 

hbera Ion A rica or is a produc 0 FemlnlS pers 

goes depending on his/her heore IcaVideol cal l 

Those I h a is leanln s ocus on 

capi ahsm In he con Inen 

general, and or s eady and be er-pa 109 JO 

economy as 

male labor orce. Commercial se , 0 



? 

ar ad 

apho cal use 0 

A ncanis perspec i e In ' Ie 

most do n rodden sec Ions 0 socle 

oppression or orelgn domina Ion (LaPin, 9 ) 

ri ers i h liberal Femlnls leamngs ocus on pros I 

with calculations of cost, profi t and inves men s ra egles (BuJr , 

the links be ween "prostitution" and the housing business in colonIal 

In Africa, as in the West, Feminist analyses 0 

cnmlnalization of the business in the name 0 he ell being 0 5 

perspective are pointing out the significance of rescuing he personah I 5 nd 

who, only because they make a living in prosti ution, ha eben cas 5 embod n 5 0 po U lOO 

deviance (White, 1990). 

Overall, the li terature on "prostitution" in A rica IS hi hi aned, JUs II e 

"prostitution" in the West. Each author's portrayal of the pros I u e" 15 II e s rei ed 0 

as the principal cause of "prostitution". However, in he Ilgh 0 my obJec I S In his Sud . I( 

to note is that, as in Western li terature, the Prostitute" in A ncanls II era ure is Iso pr 

and categorical terms. When it is not the cultural rebel, it is he d ca n and 100 

the poor migrant woman, it is the intrepid entrepreneur. a is mlssln IS 

category called "prosti tute". What is also missing is an e 0 0 es a hsh I S 

the Social world surrounding life in prostitu\Jon in A nca I in he 

highly individualistic person, engaged in compe live and largel 

groups of people, it may be in part due to the indl iduahs IC social or r In In 

on 



flo ,', e!er, I IS C ea 

e 0 con lOue 0 

• 0 ' I h hese Specl ICI les 

pros Itu es· as lone Igures ' as 109 a 

cease 0 produce children or ' om e 

missing In he II era ure in A nca IS ' a Joann 

prostrtu ion" (Phoenix, 1999:3). For A nca, hiS e 

with a higher degree of sensitivity than or he es 

2.3. Rural Women Lost in Town: Ethiopian Images and Approaches to Commerc ial Sex 
Workers 

Commercial Sex has been an important and a rac e OplC or SOClologl I E 

Interest in the topic, which goes back to the 1960s ( ayor, 9 2, 

1968), has increased in leaps and bounds since he end 0 he 9 Os n 

(Laketch, 1978, 1991; Banchiyeleku, 1984; Ayehunie, 1987; ehre , 9 0, ; Sa r son, 

1993; Kebede, 1993; Tamene, 1993; Atakilt, 1994; Gedu, 1995, lema hu, hlu, 8; 

1998; Seble, 1998; Mulumebet, 2000, Bethlehem, 2000, 2002) 

exceptions (notably that of Laketch, 1978, 1991 , Andarga che " 988 

research has displayed three common characteristics tha are d 

were preferred and the common conclusions tha were reac ed 

In erms of themes, research on commercial se in E hlo I 

appears hat th is was partly a result of lac 0 in egr lon, b ' IC I n 

o ten not related to each other or did no re er 0 each 0 er m ch. In c 

of unpublished reports prepared or govemmen a e cles 0 s I . s u 



degree requiremen s (Baardson, 993, u/um , 2000, D ' ", .". .. . ", 

Banchiye/e u, 1984; Habtamu, 1991 ; Tamene, 993, /l/u, 

1995; Hussein, 1998; Kebede , 1993; Kebede Y, 980, Le 

This "decentralized" research had tended 0 es he same 

Increasing number 01 samples. llJe lavonle hemes orrssues ha been caus SO pros I U ron", 

proslilution" and ·consequences 01 proslilution" (Alemayehu B, 996, lema ehu , 

1984; Hablamu, 1991 ; Seble, 1998, Tamene, 1993). However, here has been ery II I a e p 0 

inlegrale Ihese Ihemes and show Ihem in Iheir inlerrelalionship. Only in ery e' 0 he s udles do ',e 

have attempls 10 show Ihe ways in which ~he causes" ol ·prOSlilution" rela e 0 he ypes" (La e ch, 978, 

1991) bul almosl none exisl where Ihe implications ollhis dala are wor ad ou or he "conse uences 0 

Prostitution" for both society and the women themselves. 

Excepl in Ihe conlexl 01 ~he causes", very liWe ellort has been made 10 place commercral se rn 

Ihe conlexl 01 wider socio-economic condilions or processes or 10 explore olher Ihemes ha have dirac or 

indirecl bearing on commercial sex (For exceptions see l akelch, 1978 and Andarga chew, 1988). 

Sociely, in olher words, comes up lor cnticism often in connection wilh Ihe laclors Ihal drive omen 0 

·ProStiJuiion", like early marriage and Ihe lack 01 opportunily lor women in Ihe COunlryside .• Sociely" is no 

inlerrogaled in conneclion wilh whal happens 10 Ihe women who are already in Ihe sex business. ha 

has severely timiled Ihe explanalory power as well as Ihe praclical value 01 sludies 01 prOSlilulion" in 

Elhiopia is Ihe underlying assumption Ihal ·prostiJuiion" is somelhing Ihal only Ihe ·prostilu e" does. Bne 

mentions here and Ihere nOlwilhslanding, Ihe lileralure lails miserably 10 show Ihe part played in if by he 

procurers and the employers of the women, or by the men who purchase sexual seNices. or does j 

consider Ihe role ollhe slale and ils various agencies, certainly nol in lerms 01 whallhey mighl be dOing in 

terms of facilitating and expanding the practice. 
The ritual listing of ·consequences and 

recommendations" does not have much to contribute due to these fa ilures to understand the problem 0 

commercial sex comprehensively. 
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The literature is also highly repe I e in er 

exceptions, the most common approach has consis ed 0 ca 

prostitutes through questionnaire-based struc ured Surve S (Bane 

1995). Consequently, researchers have not only ocused on 

qualitative evidence but also have tended to take commerCIal se 

of study. s obJec s r 

The analysis ollhe quantilative dala also leU much 10 ba desired. In man cases, ana a se as 

Ihal a greal deal of Ihe evidence Ihal came Ihrough even in he SUNa s ' as d'scarded because 

differences of a few percenlage points would make certain pfeces a e"dence no sa " lCaU Sign. <can • 

In other words Ihe quantitative emphasis at Ihe melhodology has imposed a so a s a is 'cal rannyon 
the analysis. 

Because at Ihese kinds of melhodological biases, Ihe ~indings and conclusions' abou 

"prostilulion" oUen sound like Ihey had been pre-conceived and prediclable. They po ray pros i u ",n' as 

an "evil" praclice Ihal has negative moral, social, economic, and heaUh consequences or socie y as a 

whole. They all raise various levels at alert against il wilh recommendations val)'ing trom he virulen Iy 

abolitionist to the moderate regulationist. 

Be that as it may, the main drawback of "prostitution" studies in Ethiopia is that most of them ail 

10 clearly or consistently distinguish the instilulion, as an institution, from Ihe women who find Ihemselves 

in it one way or the olher. Only Ihe vel)' tew Ihal are sympalhelic 10 Ihe women do so, and almos 

always these ones portray them as victims of an evil institution. As victims, sex wor ers ere presen ed 

as illiterate women who had been either forced out of their birth places by bad socio-cultural prac ices or 

innocently dragged into the major cities by selfish or careless relatives. They were also presented as 

helpless people who had been de~ied aUemative means at employmenl or livehhood. For mos n e(S, 

however, Ihe women Ihemselves tigure as embodimenls of Ihe evil ilself. As such, hey ere cas iga ed 

as promoters of alcoholism and other anti-social activities but primarily as major condui s 0 dIseases ha 

ravage society. 
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In fact , another overall charac ens IC 0 e II ear 

act that commercial sex is framed primarily as a publrc eal 

of "prostitution" that does not make a reference 0 his dimenSion. 0 

has most frequently figured in studies of commerCial se s 

without doubt, a reflection of the fact that public or gove nmen bodl 5 • 

by the danger that commercial sex apparently posed to the heal hoe public 

background 01 themes, approaches and conclusions thai Elhioplan SCholarship on com eraal se s 

picked up the issue of HIV and AIDS (Kebede, 1993; Atakilt, 199 ; Hussern, 998) 

However, it is not the laci that 'prostitution" lends a be a en as a close couSIn a epldem,olog 

that is 01 major concern lor me in this study. It is the lact thai the women ho prac ICe commeraal se are 

Ihemselves held responsible lor spreading Ihe disease, Ihallhey are held responSible more han a her 

seclions 01 sociely, and Ihat Ihey are held responsible colleclively Because here is very Ii Ie a emp a 

differenliale commercial sex and commercial sex workers 10 slart wilh, Ihere is very Ii Ie a emp a 

differentiate among the women in relation to the type of commercial sex work that they do. Because his is 

not done, the interface between commercial sex and sexually transmitted diseases continues 0 elude 

researchers and activists. 

The other striking characteristic of the material on commercial sex in Ethiopia is he act ha he 

typical image of the prostitute continues to be that of the migrant female. This continues 0 be he case 

despite the fact that over the last hundred years several generations of Ethiopians have lived in he ci les 

and towns (Assefa, 1993). Existing literature has very little to say about non-migrant, intra-urban 

Prostitution, except a mention here and there that it does exist. It has, as a result , ailed 0 sho he 

connections between the institution and urban manifestations of phenomena Ii e poverty, educa ion, he 

family, and community life. For instance, existing studies of urban poverty in Addis Ababa or else here 

(Girma, 1997; Yassin, 1997) do not explore its connections with "prostitu tion". 

This critical essay on Ethiopian literature on commercial sex will not be comple e i he e cep lonal 

Contribution of Laketch Dirasse (1978,1991) is not recognized. La etch's or sands ou be h or I S 
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theoretical sensitivity and for its pioneering a emp 0 100 bo 

the women who live in it a little more CloSely. Theore leal 
, 

perspective which takes "Prostitution" as a ra ional occupa 10 

alternalive economic opportunilies (see under 2.1.2 abo e or e per 

does nOl, however, foltow Ihis line of argumen1 100 far a dese 11,. alt 

economic enlrepreneurs. A differenlialed analysis of 1he daa on he a en Ie er a conet 

a form of enlrepreneurship only for Ihe few and a choice of lasl reso Or mos . fnct ed, In fine ' I h m 

Iheorelical dIScussions above, Lakelch would have been as much a home ' I h e eco omu: impera 1 e 
theory of the Marxist school. 

Even Ihough approaching "prOSlilulion" from an enlirely dl eren can e , he or a 

Andargalchew T esfaye (1988) also deserves nOle in Ihe Elhiopianisl lilera ure. I s perspec 1 es are hose 

of Ihe criminologisl and ils lask is 10 explore Ihe pOinls al which 'Proslilulion' inlers,", s 1 h cnme and a her 

forms of devianl behavior. Because mosl of his observalions pertain 10 Ihe inslilu ion ra her han a he 

women who praclice if, I find lillie cause 10 lake issue wilh Ihe aUlhor. When il comes a he omen, as 

such, Andargachew actually makes a very valuable contribulion by expanding and improving upon he or 

of classificalion ventured info earlier by Lakelch. He does so bolh by adding and sublracling ypes on he 

original findings of Laketch and by expanding the data for the whole of the Country. 

I believe Ihal any effort 10 enrich our underslanding of Ihe lives and Ihe concerns a he omen 

behind commercial sex in Elhiopia has 10 bUIld on Ihe invaluable conlribulions of Ihese I a scholars. One 

way of doing so is 10 shift Ihe focus of research even more 10 wards Ihe women Ihemsefves and a bring a 

Ihe foreground fheir emic descriplions of life behind commercial sex. The olher is 10 highligh he SOCial 

dimensions of Ihis life by laking il beyond Ihe work place. BOlh of Ihese approaches involve he or a 

uPdaling Ihe typology of commercial sex workers, somelhing on which bolh La e ch and Andarga che 

have each done a good job. 
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I have set myself this task in this s ud . ACCOr I 

workers in the following chapter and set the s age or a 

workers in Addis in the fourth chapter. 
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Chapter 3 

Towards Explaining Variety; Perspectives on the Classification of 
Sex-Work and Sex-workers in Addis Ababa 

There is what appears to be an endless ane 

e whal appears 10 be an endless variety 01 sex War ers, Pre 10US res arc e" 

(lakelch, 1978; AndargalChew, 1988), The general impllca Ion rom pre 10 S lis I 

by Ihe praclice; Ihere is no work place, school, or place 01 enlartainmen ha did no Inclu e ' men ' ho 
,', 

"prostitu tes" is tha t there is hardly any category of womanhOOd in Addis baba 

opera led as undercover "proslilules", By implicalion, again, Ihe" is hardly an aIm a COlI) gal 01 

domestic allangemenl oolween men and women, be il courtShip, malriage 01 he amlly, ha IS no 

subverted by "Proslitulion" because 01 part·time engagemenl in it by Ihe girl nends, he I es 01 e 

daughlers 01 olhelWise decenl men, To give a sense 01 how pervasive a plac ice plOS I ulan" • as 

believed 10 have become and how mUch pOlenlially subversive ollhe social lab ric i as belie ed a be, i IS 

worth quoting the statements by one close observer of the scene: 

" ... these days it is becoming difficult to distinguish who is [a prosti u e andl 
who [is not a Prostitute] ... Can anything be done to control the problem before it s a S 

knocking at every door and further destabilize the family system? Can we any more 
afford to stand and watch? Are our young daughters and sisters safe? Can e dare 
answer these questions positively and live with clear conscience? (Andarga che , 1988: 311-312). 

One Would have thought, as I did when I began this study, that by limiting the de mi Ion 0 se 

worker to only those women who practice it openly and practice fulltime, it is possible 0 or around his all­

inclusive conceplion 01 "Prostilulion" and 10 come up wilh a concise and manageable lIS a ypes" a 

commercial sex workers in the city. Th is does indeed reduce the complica ions some ha, al hough, as I 

will show below it does not make the task as simple and straightforward as one migh e pec . , 

In this chapter I will propose a different approach to the classi Ica Ion 0 se 

Ababa, an approach that I believe to be particularly helpful to capture the social con e in hlch he omen 
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" e heIr Ii es behrnd commercIal s 

goes be ond he enue 0 ' or Or e CO 

scholars. 

Ho ever, bo hose 

When taken individually, each ollhese vanables explains one Or ano er aspec a SODa I I 

specilic category 01 sex workers. When brought together, he vanables accoun Or SODal co e a 

Ihe components of previous tYPOlogIes ha ' ,nd 0 be u 

and discussing these previous typologies on he baSIS 0 

Andargatchew Tesfaye (1988). After hat, I III in rOduc a sc 

based. My scheme will be based on five dis inc vanables, each 0 

virtually all the current forms of commercial sex Wor in AddIS Ababa. 

3.1. A Hierarchy of Income and Prestige; laketch Oirasse s ClaSSification of 5e, Workers in Addis Ababa. 

Based on a sample 01 respondents that included 2110 commercial se or ers, III e ch Drrasse has 

WOrked out a ctassification of Addis Ababa's sex workers es things s ClOd a he rme a her reid, a rn 

1973-74. She states that her classilication was "mostly derived" Irom he ernie ca egones used b e 

women themsetves as well as by "Ethiopians in Addis Ababa" in re effIng a se or ers ese 

her words, "the context within which they conduct their trade". 

categories, according to her, primarily took into aCCOunt the places au a hrch he ' omen Opera ed, or, rn 

There were two "major categories" and six categories" 01 sex or ers in AddIS bab , accordrn a 

Laketch. The two major categories consisted 01 women for hom prosr u ron as e ani source 0 



Income and women who Supplemented their earnrn sop OS I 

lis Is the six categories 01 sex Workers "in (anJ aSCending Or er a p 

The first category was that of "The Stree Wal ers', a ca e 0 

nol meeling Lakelch's basic crileria lor claSSifica ion (I.e place a ' or ) a 

her sample for inlerviews. Women in this category tended a be ' n ralt 

runaways from home; Ihey were Ihe "pooresr calegory of AddIS Ababa's pros lues', some a 

no ptace 10 steep when Ihey fail 10 find clients and Iherefore la e shel er In church ards For err se"'ICeS 

women in Ihis group charged clienls as tawas 25 cenls to a maximum a 2 E hiopran birr. 

m 

The second calegory of women was what Lakelch called "Kios Canso so. The dIS mc I e mar a 

Ihis group of women was Ihal Ihey liVed and opera led Irom small shac s or hu s, mar ad a rom a her 

similar slruclures by red lighls. They were atso "by lar Ihe largesl number a proS! u es in ddlS, 

accounling for somelhing like 38% of Ihe women in her sample. In lerms 01 income, Ihis ca egory a omen 

was a bil beHer oilihan 'The Sireel Walkers", netting an average of 44 Ethiopian birr per man h. 

Afler Ihe "Kiosk Consorts" came Ihe "Bar Consorts", a calegory 01 women whom La e ch ound a be 

generally belween 1510 25 years of age. She divides Ihis group inlo IWjl Sllb.calegories, hose vor ing in 

Ihe smalier clubs andll.ars and Ihose working in Ihe big bars. Women in Ihe lormer sub.category usually 

received frlleJDom and board bul no salary paymenls while Ihose in Ihe taHer subcalegory received a aJary 

"which varies according 10 Ihe girl's aHracliveness". The olher dislinclive characteristic 01 his group as 

Ihat Iheir emptoyers look varying percenlages of Iheir eamings, amounting, according to La • ch, a 

roughly fo rty percent", The justification for sharing the proceeds with the employers was tha he omen 

were paying fees for the beds they were using, Laketch says that the women in this category earn an 

average month ly income of about 65 birr after "the bed charge" deductions, 

Next to the "Bar Consorts" were a category made up of what Laketch called "Freelance Conso s", 

This category of women worked in the nightclubs frequented by the city's elite and by foreigners, Their erm 

I "And frO I11 the sex work of o thers" Laketch hould have add d c au in h r u 
say. thaI one subca tegory of liquor traders also collect apr p ni n f th in m 
l' nlf1 l o ~,. ; I ~ "heel fee", 
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of engagement at the nightclubs was that they dance and encour 

more. In return for this, they enjoyed benefits tha included ranspo 

Although they received no sala ries, the Free Lancers' ere allo I 

CUs totlne IS 

o p 
"Bar Consorts". The . f h' 

earnings 0 t IS group ot women varied a grea I 
a, ceor I 

on whether the customers were local people or toreign Ouns s an ,plo a s. 

monthly income amounted to about 200 birr. 

Atter the "Freelance Consorts" came two categories ot women 

Ihese fwo calegories of women shared in common was Ihe facl ha hey ere s <cess ul en rep ene rs 

who also doubled as liquor traders. Laketch justi ties dividing them into 0 ca egones as Pe . adames' 

and "Madames" on the grounds that first, the former were less wealthy than he la er and, second, e 

former consisted of lone operators while the latter were employers ot other Y~men . The lone-opera or 

"Petty-Madams" netted an average income of around 168 birr trom both prostitution and liquor rade. The 

"Madames", who stood at the top of the hierarchy, engrossed an average income ot up ards 0 2,000 birr 

from their "triple sources of income", namely '1heir liquor trade, the percentage they ge trom he young bar. 

consorts who work under them, and what they make from their own clientele" (p.61 ). 

It is difficult to ascertain, retrospectively, if Laketch's list ot categories accounted tor all the dl teren 

forms of sex work in the city in the early 1970s. As we shall see below, Andargatchew believes ha i did 

not, although he was writing about a decade later after the Revolution ot 1974 had changed a number 0 

things. In any case, much more important than the length ot any list is the comprehensiveness 0 he 

criteria that was used for the classification and the ways in which the categories that resulted trom he 

classification sustain themselves in as many of the "stories" as one wants to tell about commercial se in 

Addis Ababa. Laketch primarily wanted to tell an economic (occupationa l) story ot commercial se in AddiS 

Ababa. Given her emphasis on this dimension, it is quite understandable that her primary cri ena 0 

classification consisted of the place of work and the conditions of work of the women. In 0 her ords, i IS 

understandable that Laketch's work meets the women primarily at the point where hey ma e oney rom 

sell ing sex. That this was also the way the public classities "prostitutes" is, in tac , an argumen qUI e 
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incidental to her pursuit of the economics of the work. La e c 's 

on their performance at the moneymaking line. Although s e us s 

describe her criteria for the ranking, it becomes quickly apparen , ro 

is in fact referring to "prestige based on income". Despite her s a e 

cultures tolerate or condone "prostitution", she is not implying ha a en beco 

"prostitutes". 

One should therefore expect Laketch's categories to sustain themselves less 

from the place where the women encounter their clients to larger socie y, fu her a • a ro 

work to the outdoors. This, I think, is precisely what happens. The ca egories vor airl • ell • en s e 

deploys them to measure the degree of satisfaction or dissatisfaction of the omen i h heir • or (pp 76-

83) and what their future aspirations were (pp. 94-96). They work less well with the as 0 or ing ou he 

demographic characteristics of the women. They are, therefore, deployed for a brea down in erms a age, 

but not deployed for a breakdown in terms of education (pp.66-67), re ligion (pp. 67-70) or e hnici (pp. 70-

75). For these last three breakdowns Laketch resorts to her general sample. 

When Laketch seeks to tell a story about the interface betwe n mm rial 
nd , -

cultural issues like marriage and children, her categorie are h Ipful nl 
• < nd , h 

calls to the rescue data on income, age and fertility from her g n ral ampl pp. h 

categories become totally unhelpful when Laketch venture int 

aspects of commercial sex, and are, therefore, totally aband ned. Thu h d 
n t 'nd Ih m 

useful to explain the invol vement of the women in social in titut i n lik Iqub and Idir 

to tell the story of how the women came in to "prostitution" in th fir ( pia pp. 

~~.-- -.. -.. .. -- .. ---.. -.. --------- .. -.. ------- ... --.... -------.. -------

( " ... I'k I b and Idir as economic rather than as social It is interesting to note that Laketch primarily takes Instltullons I e qu . .. . h 

institutions. She describes them as "mechanl.sms whlc t e pros I U . • 84 Li e ise her diSCUSSion 0 . " . h h ' n tes' use 0 bnng secUr! In 0 heir I es, IC 

?therwise rotate around a risk-filled occupatlo,~ without any stealdY In~oem~~~omi~' na ure of ~os 0 he ae ors, 
expressed reasons for entering the profeSSion (pp. 92-94) under Ines 

including those that are "seemingly social". 
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In short, the classification of commercial sex wOrkers IS dep 0 ed 

issues in and around the "kiosks", the bars, and the nigh clubs 

Thus, even if we take it as a complete list of categories in erms 0 

be taken as a complete list in terms of its social context. Her a e p 

not comprehensive enough to take full account of "prostitution" as a SOCIO cono Ie plnAnntNilnIVI 

3.2. The perspectives of Criminology: Andargatchew Tesfaye's Classification 01 Sex Workers n Addis Ababa. 

As I have painted out above, a mild critique of Laketch's c1assifJca ion e IS S In 11 ar a c e.' 

Tesfaye's work. I say mild critique because Andargatchew refrains from gOing in 0 he e alua Ion 0 

Laketch's classification. Instead, he prefers to paint out the few places where he believes she migh ha e 

been incorrect and proceeds to rework the list. As he does so, he adds and subtracts from her lis, hile 

renaming and/or redefining those that he keeps. Thus he takes the two categories of adams" rom 

Laketch 's list because "it does [not] appear there is any need to classify the "madams· as a separa e group" 

(p. 302). Furthermore, he states that "the type of nigl:!t=GIHes sh efers t do not seem to exis anymore", 

thus taking her "Free Lancers" off the list. Andargatchew substitutes for Laketch's two categories a 

"Madames" and the "Free Lancers" by introducing his own "two more types , which, in fact, are hree. 

These new "types" are "closed door prostitutes", women who engage in "prostitution" as "a side-bUSiness., 

and "Prostitutes who work "clandestinely" (pp.308-312). 

It appears to me that Andargatchew's reorganization of Laketch's list, as well as his a n addl lons 0 

the list, are only partly a result of his effort to broaden the scope of the study of commercial se 0 cover he 

whole country. They are partly, and more importantly, revealing of the time in which he was ri Ing and 0 

the fact that his perspectives are informed by the sub-discipline of criminology. To clanfy hese poln s, I 

think it is important to briefly look at how he works out the categories and characterizes the omen in each 

category. 
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First on Andargatchew's list are the Street Wal ers. 

girls , but also included those operating with full paren al no 

their residential condition, suggesting that it was charac enZed el 

by homeless ness. "Some of these girls double-up in small rooms In som 

areas of ci ties. The poores!...may stay in Church yards or purposel 

police stations". (pp. 302-303). This category of sex workers searc or che b 

wherever they believe they might find some. 

Of 

S' 

The second category at women in Andargatchew's lisl is Ihe Klos ProS! u es· B a lar , 

Andargatchew keeps many of the elements in laketch's description a his ca egory, ' I h e e cep 10 c 

their earnings. However, he adds three important elements that reflect tha pubhc sa e as hIS SpecllC 

point of concern. One is that these women solicit: "they stand at the door to a ract a en ion ... [andJ usuall 

walk in and out, as signs of solicitation" (p. 303). Secondly, although they normally do no sell alcoho', 

"some may keep, well hidden away, a few bottles .. . " (Ibid). More importantly, however, i is heir assocla Ion 

with crime that should not be overlooked. "[D]epending on the area", writes Andargatche v, hese ypes 0 

prostitutes" .. . are usually suspected by the pOlice to be dens for criminals." (pp. 303-304). 

The next category in Andargatchew's list is made up of women who work out of small drin ing places 

These are, apparently, Laketch's "Petty-Madams" although the characteristics that Andarga che 

associates wi th them vary somewhat from those suggested by her. Whereas for Laketch he omen 0 n 

small drinking plgces like bars, coff~ELshops and groceries" (p.S9), for Andargatchew, they ere omen 

who sell local drinks like arake, beer, soft drinks". Equally interesting is that for Laketch the omen in his 

category had a reasonably good income (p.59), while for Andargatchew they are lower class pes ho 

"supplement their income from the sale of cheap types of drinks", and "usually cater to the needs 0 people 

in the lower income groups" (p. 304). 

FollOwing these lone operators in Andargatchew's list were "Prostitutes in Bars and Co ee Shops". 

This is a category in which he includes some elements of Laketch's Free Lancers' and adams· bu 

describes a significantly different organization of both the p~ace and the terms 0 or so ha, in e ec , I 
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becomes an entirely different category. To begin h, 

"who may or may not Prostitute", and this depended on helf a 

significant variations among the bars themselves, "depending on 

combines dancing on a daily or occasional basis."(p. 304). These 

bars correlated with the two sub-categories of commercial sex 

i, i'ii'l(.blJ:f. ("ashashachoch", i.e. sales helpers). 

In the first subcategory of "ashashachoch" were women ho or ed In bars h so dn bu 

o 

not include dancing. These women were paid,smaJl salaries and ob alned room an bo r I,' I h e bar 

work, their task was to have customers consume as much drinks as possible and 0 encoura e e m n 0 

buy them drinks too. In some cases the women were motivated in this business I h commission pa men s 

on the amount of drink that they helped sell while in some cases they pretended 0 be dnn Ing alcohol b 

consumed "some kind of mixture", thereby boosting the sales through fraud. Andarga che says ha 

whether or not the women shared with the madams their incomes from selling sex depended on heir 

contract with them; it was thus apparently not a universal practice (Pp.304-305). It is notewo hy, ho e er, 

that Andargachew's list shifts the focus in this context from the Madams who own the places 0 he omen 

who work for them. 

In the second sub-category of women who worked in the bars were women who were nei her paid nor 

housed by the bar owners. These women usually worked in bars that also combined liquor rade I h 

dancing. The women reported to work on a daily basis and engaged in the task of encouraging cus omers 

to drink "either through their charm or by out-dancing customers to exhaustion and thus increaSing heir 

desire fo r more drinks."(p. 306). These group of "ashashachoch" kept all their earning from seiling se and 

might, in some cases, even be rewarded with payment from the sales of drin s that they made poSSible. 

The women in this subcategory tended to be young "but 'sophisticated'" girls. There vere procurers ho 

recruited these women for the bars from among "run-away girls from the provinces or local school drop-

outs. " 
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In the fifth category in Andargatche 's t POlog 

drinking places", The women in this category Wor eel an "eel 

girls, Ihe only difference in Ihis case being Ihal Ihe omen a e p 

always paid Ihe Hotel OWner sOmething every time they ouncJ clren s 

irrespective of whether the women used the beds in the ho el or no 

generally very crowded, apparently deliberately 'so thai the girls rna e Sure e 

ensuring that the hotel rooms are rented out" (p, 306), 

The three categories ot women whom Andargatchew adds 10 Ihe lIS 0 se ' 0 ers can, In ac , be 

grouped together as women who practiced commercial sex under one Or ano her IncJ 0 dIsgUise. .s 

categories are based either on the mode of operation of the Women or on the SOCial groups ()(J 0 ' hlch e 

women usually came. In the first category were 'closed doo( 'Prostitutes' who ca ered 0 a selec , nch an 

powedul Clientele, including expatriates. The women Operaled oul 01 villas or ape men so' Ich 

cuslomers were conducted by 'pimps" or Ihrough word 01 moulh. The Women engaged in Ilquo lOde 

without ticense, supplied most probably through Ihe black markel or duty free channels and char ed, 

consequently, exorbilant prices. Some of the women had other regUlar jobs and pracliCed pa ' Ime, bu 
most were full timers, 

The second category conSisted 01 women who engaged in 'prostilulion" as a side bUSiness 0 

supplemenllheir incomes". Andargatchew notes thallhere were Iwo subcalegories 0 hese. The liS 

were office workers or otherwise employed women who 'may not necessarily [bel poorly paid omen" (p. 

3091 In lact some of them might be well off already, owning cars and olher property. Their engagemen In 

commerCial sex is aimed at making significant amounts of money, Their mode of operation ranged rom 

going to big hotels in the hope of landing foreigners or parking Iheir cars in Ironl of drin ing places al 109 

for pickup by men, Some operated from their homes through "pimps", go betweens or even a i dnvers. 

The second subcategory of women who engaged in prostitution on the side consis ed 0 blue-collar 

types, lowly paid workers in produce or service-oriented industries, "Usua lly" these omen ended 0 be 0 

rural origin who, having come to the cities in search of employment, nonetheless ound tha income ro 
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their jobs was not enough; they therefore dou led In 

Andargatchew notes that in several places, notably in e I 

and Kaliti , these women were associated with security problems ca 

them and their clients (pp. 309-310). 

Finally, come what Andargatchew calls a highly In ISlble "et h 

existence of th is type, he says, "many people concerned with he problem 0 p os I U J() 

to admit"(p.310). The "Prostitutes" who practice this type were sc 001 or colle e 

local magazine he quotes, are "tempted" by '10reigners as well as E hlopians" In 0 

says that, due to its clandestine nature, the volume of this type of ·pros I u Jon" IS I Icul 0 measure. 

Accordingly, he does not have much to say about its specific charac efts ics (Ibid). 

From the foregoing, one can make some tentative observa tions abou he impac 0 e 

criminological perspective on Andargatchew's typology. One can also ma e observa Ions abou he 

temporal context within which, I think, his work should be appreciated. To a certain e en bo h 0 ese 

observations can be made by taking note of a few pOints on which Andargatchew's typology dl ers rom ha 

of Laketch. 

First, however, I think it is useful to take note of an important improvement tha Andarga che 's 

typology represents on that of Laketch, an improvement to which I like to call attention because I see 0 

pursue it in my own efforts to classify sex workers below. Andargatchew's typology, unli e ha 0 La e ch, 

includes elements outside of the place where commercial sex occurs. He includes elements It e he ongins 

of the women (urban or rural), their motives for becoming prostitutes· and, at least in one case It ing 

conditions outside the place of work. All of these elements, I believe, are very important anables or a 

comprehensive differentiation of the sex worker population and should be expanded on. 

An important point of difference between the typologies of Andargatche and La e ch, 0 be 

accounted for in terms of their respective theoretical or disciplinary inclinations, is he ac ha he 

categories listed by the former, unlike those listed by the latter, do not reflect a hierarch among e ' 0 en 

who practice commercial sex. The fact that some women who engage in ·prosti u Ion" had 0 her I:nes 0 
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employment, or that they have money or property, did no s 

account, better than other "Prostitutes". There is no men Ion 0 e 

let alone hierarchies of "prestige" among sex workers. 

This is noteworthy because it appears to me that the absence 0 

had more in common than differences. One of the common elemen s 

association with behavior and acti.'iilies that tended to threaten the secun Y and • 

appears that the differentiation of the Women for Andargatchew was mean 0 s 0 

in wh ich "prostitution" was threatening the social fabric, not to put the women in some In 0 pe 0 nee 

scale. In a way, it can be said that Andargatchew associates each of the ca egones 0 

activities or behaviors that were bothersome, if not outright criminal. For ins ance, e s ree • al ers 

demonstrated deviant behavior and were engaged in activities that were, at the very leas , a nUisance 0 

society. Their rebelliousness, their poor living conditions and extreme mobility, along wi h heir purpose ul" 

arrest by the police, imply that they were a category made up of deviant "girls' at the margins of socle (see 

pp. 302-303). The "Kiosk Prostitutes" were believed to be "dens" for criminal activity. The omen ' ho sold 

sex in the bars and hotels were also dangerous because their work put a premium on having men consume 

alcohol excessively and, many times, involved fraud. Women who operated behind ·closed-doors' ere 

engaged not only in an immoral business but also in an illegal business of selling contraband alcohol. The 

clandestine or part-time operators were likewise dangerous because they made prostitu tion" surrep Iiously 

invade the spheres of social living that were believed to be pure and safe, 

Finally, I think it is important to note that Andargatchew's typologies reflect conditions e is mg a 

the time of his writing. The onset of the Ethiopian Revolution in 1974 was followed by efforts to enforce a 

new public morality characterized, among other things, by the persecution and discouragemen 0 ce ain 

kinds of public entertainment and leisure. ~ were, for instance, banned. There as e en a Ime 

When drinking during the day and renting hotel rooms with women who are not one's vives as prohlbl ed 

I think that it was these kinds of measures that account, in part, for the absence of some 0 he malor pes 

67 



of commercial sex activity in Laketch's classification, seas 

Andargatchew's writing. 

However, it is also clear that the Revolution did no achle e I 

public morality. What it actually achieved was pushing some 0 

and leisure underground. This, I think, is what accounts for he e er 'lC 0 

work that figure in Andargatchew's work but not in that of Laketch. 

3.3. Towards A Comprehensive Differentiation: Work, Residence and other Socioeconomic Varrables. 

If the perspectives of Liberal Feminism (Laketch) and Criminology (Andarga c e.) ha e so ' n us 

faces of commercial sex work from their respective perspectives, it remains for us 0 see a a perspec I e 

that focuses on the social context of the institution has to offer. In the remainder 0 his chap er, I ' II 

present a scheme of differentiation based primarily on the variables that determine he SOCial be a lOr 0 he 

women who practice commercial sex in Addis Ababa today. This scheme, I believe, is help ul no onl 0 

identify the major categories of commercial sex workers but also to account for further dl eren la Ion I hm 

each category. It is a scheme that seeks to answer two major questions: wh do women vho prac Ice 

particular types of commercial sex work engage in social ties, in social institutions or in social processes ha 

women who practice other types of commercial sex work don't engage? What factors, other han he pe 0 

commercial sex work that they practice, determine the social personalities of sex wor ers bo h in rela Ion 0 

each other and in relation to others? 

It can be said that the first question relates to social behavior shared by all women in one ca egory 

While the second question relates to differences in social behavior with in each category, dl erences ha can 

be described either as social behaviors of sub-categories or as social behaviors 0 individuals. 0 course, 

there are a number of reasons why social behaviors of women in one category tend 0 harmonl e and or 

which, therefore, further differentiation of social behavior in terms of sub-categories and indl iduals s ould 

not be taken too far. Women with similar social background tend to take up similar inds 0 se or. Ich 
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then tends to shape the way they socialize among themsel 
ves as ( I as ( o. 

many significant exceptions to these general lendencies and they a e 0 be 

possible for women with very different social backgrounds to find emse es ''''''':In,,,,,, 

commercial sex work and, due to those different backgrOUnds, a SOCral • 

Ihemselves and wi th other people. Nor should it be lorgotten Ihat dr eren r S 0 soc 

between commercial sex workers and other people after the laHer had 
II a en up a pa leu a 

work. These ties also affect the way the women SOCialize both with Ihe omen rn a Srmrlar Ir .0 " 

with other people. In short, the social behavior of women who do sex wor is de ermrned no J s b 

type of sex work they do but also by their background and by what happens between hem an 

outside of the workplace. 

Given this, it can be said that there are both potential advantages and disadvan ages rn a rng e 

Iype of sex work as a chief variable to categorize sex wo~ers . The polential advan ages are ha r rs 
, 

relatively simple and that it accounts for the great many of the similarities in the women's social beha lOr 

The latter point is particularly important because working out similarities enables us to bring some order In a 

the apparent chaos that will necessarily follow if we were to take every sex worker as an individual SOCial 

animal. The potential disadvantages are that it might simplify the problem too much and tha it migh resul 

in a work of pigeonholing that does not take full account of complex reality. 

The scheme that I propose below seeks to keep the potential advantages 0 

differentiation while guarding against its potential disadvantages. I will try to do so by doing a hings: one 

is being as comprehensive as possible about the types of sex work that are practiced and the sub- ypes 

within each type of sex work; the other is by bringing in other variables that have various degrees a 

[ ~n if icance in determining the social engagement of the women independently of the type of se ~'O h 

they do. I have identified four of these variables. They are: personal and family bac ground, e pressed 

reasons for becoming a sex worker, place and can Itlon a resl , d· . f 'dence and involvement in social les base 

on relationship of dependence. 
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Anybody familiar with the literature on commercIal se I E 

person to have compiled data on the fist two of these anables, 

expressed reasons for becoming a sex worker. Previous res arc s 

statistical information on both. However, this will be the Itrs Ime a s c 

information on the types of sex work to come up with a compre ens e 

population in Addis Ababa. However, the last two variables, namel , place a co 

involvement in relationships of dependence, have not attracted much a en Ion ro 

Due to the focus on what sex workers do at work rather than on what they do a er 0 , 

found to be important bodies of information about both the institution and he omen connec d • 

Even where something related to these variables was mentioned, it was al a s one anecdo I a 

briefly, not structurally or in detail. I will give details below on all the four vanables and he namlcs ha 

each one of them brings into our attempt to understand the social world of sex wor ers comprehensl el . 

However, before I proceed, I think it is useful to explain how I arrived at this scheme an 

is valid. The scheme is based on information that I collected from women who openly ac no • ledge a 

they are commercial sex workers. In fact, I could say that it was the women themselves vho sug es ed e 

scheme to me, except that they did so only indirectly by responding to my probing ques ions ra her han 

directly. What I would like to claim for this scheme, as Laketch did for her typology nearly hi y years ago, 

is that it is very much ernie. The difference in this case may be that it is deliberately and very sel . 

consciously so. It involved a great deal of struggle with the ethic, because the ethic, a leas as e no ' I 

so far, discouraged any kind of further probing into "prostitution" or "prostitutes' because bo h he Ins I u Ion 

and the women were taken as units of analysis rather than as elements to be analyzed. 

The validity of my scheme also arises, I believe, primarily from its intelligibility to he omen 1 ho are 

living the lives that I am trying to explicate. It is a representation that any of the omen ha load • h 

would understand and easily converse with if it were to be presented to her in Amharic, he Ian a 

which she and her friends had communicated it to me. 
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What a given woman who practices commerci sa 

does or does not do) in the social sphere depends on I e 

important contribution to the solution of the puzzle abou he SOClal, ... II •• IIV1, 

solve the puzzle alone. I will call these variables Bac grou 

'Dependence". For a great majority of sex workers that I have al eel 0, 

are put here parallels the Course that their lives have taken. TYPlcall a se 

a particular place and under specific conditions that would contribute 0 he dlrec Ion 

(thUS: background); then there would be one or a combination of precipi a Ing ac 0 s 

into this kind of work (thus: entry); once on the job, she would be engaged In a pa Icular pe 0 comme clal 

sex work (thus: work); although the circumstances of her work mayor may no be dlfec I led 0 e 

circumstances of her residence, the place and the condition to which she re ires a er or • ould a leas 

partly determine the social circuit within which she would move (thus; residence); finally, he oman rna 

have maintained old relationships or may have developed new relationships ith a speci IC ca ego 0 

people within which she either gives or takes resources as a matter of obligation (thus: dependence). 

However, my discussion of the five variables below will not necessarily follow this order. In s ead, I 

will begin with two variables that are the most significant in determining the circuit within which he omen 

act socially. These variables are the place and condition of work and the place and condi tion 0 reSidence. 

The order in which I discuss the other variables does not imply any hierarchy at all. Yet i IS Impo an 0 

note that prioritizing the two variables of work and residence does not imply tha all he 0 hers are 

dependent on these two. On the contrary, my chief argument in this chapter is that the 0 her variables also 

have varying degrees of independence of their own for a classification scheme that focuses on he SOCI I 

behavior of the women. 

Below, I will discuss each variable individually, presenting my findings on i s requenc or m 

sample of 100 women. In the following chapter, I will present interlace da a and diSCUSS he 

interrelationship between the variables by taking each type of sex work as a conte for he diSCUSSion 
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3.3.1. Types of Sex work in Addis Ababa: Venues and Conditions 

if one were to pose to a sex worker in Addis Ababa a ques JO 

you?" the answer would very likely be something that refers to t e pe 0 s 

words, the fi rst level of self-identification within the sex worker communi 

another form of the sex business in town. Other levels of self-identllca Ion mig re er 0 

her education, her personal character or even ethnicity. But none of these Ie els come be 0 e 

business should be identifying the various types of sex work that are practiced. 

Types of sex work are also categories around which group consciousness IS crea ed among e 

women. By group, I am referring to informal, not formal groups. When a woman iden illes hersel • h a 

particular type of sex work, she is also identifying herself with other women who are in a similar line 0 • or 

That identification could, of course, mean a number of things: it could mean ac no vledging and sharing 

what are believed to be attributes of the group, attributes that could be negative or POSI ive; i could mean 

acknowledging these attributes but refusing to share them with others; it could also mean re uSing 0 

acknowledge these attributes at all. My focus group discussions, which were organized on he basIS 0 

types of sex work the women practiced, have brought to the surface interesting diHerences 0 his Ind 

among members of each category. 

It should, however, be pointed out that, in some cases, women identify themselves vi h more han 

one type of commercial sex work. This element sometimes creates what can be called a problem 0 

multiple-identities. There are two possible solutions to this problem: one is to insist that the omen i en I 

a single type of work in which they engage frequently, and thus associate them with ha frequen e _type, 

the other is to categorize them separately as women who move in-between diHeren ypes. In hJS sui 

have chosen the latter solution. 
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Sex workers in Addis Ababa refer to the yp 
es 0 se .0 

either of two things: venue or condition of work. Venue re e s 0 

clients whereas condition of work refers to the terms under 

her clients. Venues vary considerably. They range from e 

establishments like bars, drinking places, hotels or nightclubs. Ven 

although it is often unknown or overlooked that the streets are dl I ed p 

"organized" as work places (more on this below). 

Each venue of sex work is likewise associated with a particular comblna Ion 0 co 

which the woman would operate from that place. In some venues, the condl Ions orce e '.0 n 0 us 

the place not only as a place of meeting her clients but also of delivering sexual se Ices 0 em. So 

others might force the women to share with owners of the establishment a ce aln percen ag 0 Ir 

incomes from the service, irrespective of whether or not the service is delivered a the enue. S 1/1 0 ers 

require the women to do other kinds of work for the owners of the venue as they ai or heir chen 5 15 

work mayor may not be remunerated, depending on the importance of the woman in bringing Income 0 e 

place. There are venues where the women also live, in some cases with dependents. There are enues or 

which the women have to pay admission and others where they are required to spend mone , h e male 

customers, on drinks or food. As I will show below, there are a great variety of lin ages be een enues 

and terms of operation to which the women are subject. What is important to note at his poin is ha hese 

linkages between venues and conditions are universal. Even though there may be a fe v venues 

terms or conditions of work are self-imposed or appear light and un-constraining, there is hardly an enue 

of sex work to which no conditions apply. 

Despite this universal association between venues and conditions, the specific erms used b se 

workers to refer to the type of sex work that they do could refer either to the venue or to he condl ions onl 

From the responses to my questions about the type of sex work that women do, I have been able 0 I 

s~en distinct types, four referring to venues of work and the remaining three referring 0 con I Ions 0 

The four types named after venues are AM.A'''' (asphalt, i.e work in the stree 5) OlJrn 'f' :(l.·l· ( e e -be . 

73 



I.e. work in small drinking places) (l-t;- :(\, ·l· (buna-be , l e o 00 0 

( ork out of big hotels and/or nightclubs). The hree pes na 

alga, literally work on one's bed, i.e. in one's home) >,IJ-t.'d",1 .'('. ("''''''"U'_u 

50% share wi th the owner of the house) and ("'-(JIM :"')1.j'. 

amount of money is handed over to the owner of the house pe s ssio ) 

Since, as I have stated above, venues are always assocla ed • 

associated wi th venues, a full description of types of sex-wor in Addis baba ec 

these two elements for the seven types mentioned above. I ill 0 his la er in 
cpr. 

important to take note of the fact that one of the four types of sex-wor men loned abo e In er 

namely lJ" I; A/tUHl (Hotel and/or night club) has a couple of distinc Ive Ings abou I , Frrs 

a combination of two venues, namely big hotels and nightclubs. I pu e ' 0 enues oga er pa I 

because the women who go to one of the venues also go to the 0 her and pa Iy because e enues 

themselves sometimes combine, as when nightclubs are located inside ho els. Secondl , hiS pe se 

work does not serve as a basis for self-identification by the sex-workers themselves, a leas no 0 e 

women in my sample. There is no woman, for instance, who would say that she is a ho el se _. or ef" 0 "a 

nightclub sex-worke r" even if she spends a lot of time in these venues and mee s her chen s here I hln 

this is to be explained in terms of the manner in which sex work is conducted no adays ou 0 he big ho els 

and/or the nightclubs. The big hotels do not formally engage sex wor ers. They are no , here ore, 

mentioned along wi th those formal places of work to which the women go on a daily baSIS. Commercial se 

operates in the big hotels informally, through linkages between staff, go-be eens, and he . omen 

Likewise, ~ do not keep women on their payroll these days. The vomen am e on herr 0 ,1 n as 

customers and have to order drinks in order to hang around in the premises. The In ormah o · in 

these two venues means that there is no regularity of attendance by the omen, a leas in he orma' 

sense. It also means that women who work formally in other venues also go ere some 1m s 

frequent "convertible" users of hotels and nightclubs are for ins ance, 

themselves "asphalt-workers". 
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sample who engage in each type. Accordingly, the mos 

of women is yetewesene akafay, i.e. work out of residences on 

the house per session) . 35 out of my 100 responden s (3S00) Cur en I 

most important type, employing 25% of the women in the sample, IS sp 

women in the sample work be-alga, i.e. from rented houses of heir 0 n. 

in work that takes them to different places but principally to big ho els and nl 

reported that they work out of buna-bet, i.e. bars associated with small ho els 500 ' ere ul-

50% of their earnings to the person who Owns the place of work. Finally, 5% 0 m res Po nts use s 

venue the metet-bet, i.e. small drinking places. 

It is difficult to make serious or valid inferences about the overall situa ion regar Ing se 

Addis Ababa just from this list of types of work and the rough sketch of the propo ion 0 se ' or ers a 

are engaged in each at least in my sample. Prior to making such inferences, i is impo an 0 ha e more 

detail on how each type of sex work is internally organized, what kinds of women each pe a rae sand 

what conditions or constraints each type imposes on the women involved in it. I will pro ide hese de ails In 

the following chapter. In the remainder of this chapter, I will introduce the other variables ha I belle e are 

crucial to further elaborate and elUCidate the material on venues and conditions of wor . 

3.3.2. Commercial Sex, Household and Domesticity 

The interconnection between commercial sex work and housing is an issue ha has no a rae d 

as much attention as it deserves. The importance of housing arises not just from the simple ac ha he 

women need shelter, just as much as they need food or clothing; it arises mainly from the ac ha he 

different types of sex work in Addis Ababa are associated with different arrangements 0 reSidence, so ha 

the decision that a woman makes to undertake one type of sex work is also a decision 0 en er In 0 a 

specific form of residence. In fact, under conditions currently existing in the city, it is dlf Icul 0 sa 

it is the types of sex work that determine the residential arrangements or the residenllal arran emen s ha 
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de ermine the types of sex work. I will pick up hIs probl 

has entered one type of sex work, the conditions under 

between types of sex work are very much influenCed, if no 

are combined for her. 

In some of the types of sex work, residence and or are ro 

types they are separated. The major difference between the 0 IS ha • 

combined, the organization of space for the two purposes is the responslb,h 0 

exception of the be-alga operators, while in those cases where or an res, 
e e 

organization of residence, as a whole, is the task of the woman hersel . Ho e , bo In 

where residence and work are combined and in those where they are separa ed, ere are a 

conditions of residence. In some of the types where the two are combined, for ins ance, he • omen ha e 

options as to where they want to reside; in some others, they don't have this op ion because • or and 

residence may have to take place in the same house or even in the same room. There are, here ore, cases 

in which the combination of the two is structural and cases where it is not so structural. 

In those types of sex work where residence is not directly linked to work, there are, Ii e ' se, man 

different arrangements of residence. There are some arrangements in which, despite separa lon, he • or 

influences the form of residence indirectly. This happens when women who or oge her a e up 

residence together, as roommates. The rental arrangements into which groups of sex or ers en er also 

vary considerably, some permitting the women more freedom of use of the premises others perml Ing hem 

less freedom. 

There cou ld also be arrangements of residence in which the women ma e determined e 0 s 0 

keep their work and their households separate. For some women the separation of or and household 

becomes a very crucial matter indeed, and the effort to ensure that takes the form of main alnlng 0 orms 

of identity: a work place identity and a residential identity. 

Just as residence is related to work in many different ways, there are many dl eren ays In • ,eh 

it is related to domesticity also. Women whose place of work and residence are separa ed coul be I, 10 
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In domestic arrangements of various inds. 

consensual partnersh ip. Some of the young women 

families, and the members of their families mayor may no 

are women who are themselves parents or heads 0 amlh s 

partners. 

The most difficult arrangements, often full of agony and 0 m n or 

work, residence and domesticity are combined in one venue. There are 0 

sexual business and child rearing under a single roof, often in one In room, 

important to study these extreme forms in which the women try to combine • 0 elem n s 

impossible to combine. It is important because they show us two seemingly con ra IC 0 

r almos 

same time: the ongoing tension between commercial sex and domestic hfe as eU as he • a S In • ic 

these two contradictory institutions accommodate each other. 

The data on residence and its connections with work and domesticity ere assembled pa I rom 

responses to relevant questions in the questionnaire, partly from the one-to-one in ervie ,rom ocus 

group discussions and from observation. The numerical data suggests that the majority 0 A dis baba's 

sex workers live where they work. 54% of the women in my sample said that their or place and heir 

residence are connected whereas 46% said that they did not live where they wor ed. Very In eres Ingl , 

only 5% of the women who lived where they worked said that living quarters and he venue a Ich e 

sold sex are separated. A striking 49% said that they lived and slept with clients in he same house or room. 

Of these respondents, the greatest majority (93%) said that they live and wor in a house ha indl Iduals 

have rented from the government and have sublet to them or to their employers. Only 5 responden s 

(10.2%) said that the houses in which they lived and worked were directly ren ed rom he go emmen 3 

respondents (6.1 %) said that they or their employers rented the houses from priva e 0 ners. 

Out of the 46 % of my respondents who said that they lived a ay rom .30 ) Ii ed b 

themselves, 10 (21 .7%) lived with their parents, another 10 (21.7%) lived i h (lends as roo es, 
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(8.6°0) li ed i h heir sIblings and 2 ( 3 0) 

she does no have a fixed place ot eSI enc a a I 

ha they lived by themselves are no all sa Ing 

Includes those respondents who live 

children). 

3.3.3. Socioeconomic Background and Demographic Data 

Under this variable, I posited in my questionnaire Ive elem n 

both for the decision of the respondent to take up commercIal se 

does the work: the age of the respondent, the marital history 0 

upbringing (both in terms of the parental and the material sense 0 up nn In ) a 

education that the respondent had attained prior to entry into commerCIal se 

Data on the age and the marital history of the responden are Impo an because I 

they relate to the reasons for which the women turn to commercial se , 0 he p 0 s 

woman is likely to engage, and the social context in which she would opera e once s e h s beco 

worker. It is also interesting to see what parallels exist between age and he dl eren pes 0 s 

view of some conclusions along these lines made by previous scholars. LI e se, man al IS ory 

trequently linked to the entry of women into commercial sex. It would be In er s In9 0 se 

holds true for Addis Ababa's sex workers currently. 

My objective for posing questions on places of origin of he responden s '/ S 0 

Proportion of Addis Ababa's commercial sex workers are indigenous 0 he CI and 

migrants. I hoped that this data might tell us something about he rends since 

because the major studies conducted in the 70s and 80s have sho 

o Addis Ababa was made up of migrants to the city. 
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The hln mg behmd m incl SIO 0 

under hlch he respondent gre up m, 

se as 

domesllc (paren al) condi ions under • IC 

household In hich she grew up. The ques Ions on 

whereas the questions on material conditions as ed 

up could be described as rich , poor or self-sufflcien . 

I sought data on the level of formal educa Ion 

md of correlation exists between lack of educa ion and reso 0 co 

which the conclusions that previous studies have reached on his ISSU 

has found that the educational attainments of the sex wor ers In {sampl 

Ethiopia's conditions at the time of her research. She had explained his In rms 0 

job market. 

,', 

I, 

My findings on these issues for all the women in my sample are as 0110 ' 

workers are, overall , very young women. The average age reported or he 00 • 0 
23 

years. There might, of course, be some under-reporting. But my own VISU Ilmpr sslon 0 

is that more than 85% would be in their early 20s. Even more s ri mg, ho 

women at the pOint of entering commercial sex. The data revea l ha mos 0 

commercial sex as teenagers, and a significant number (11 %) were ae uall chll en belo ,', 5. 

17% of my respondents were between the ages of 21-25 when they sa ed nd onl 5 I. re r 25 

Another 5% did not what age they were when they started. 

The majority of Addis Ababa's sex workers today (65%) are omen ho ~ ra 

the 35% who said that they were married, 33 individuals (94.2%) said ha 

to commercial sex while 2 individuals (5.7%) said that they ere do ed 

respondents said that they were married more than once. All of hose 
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ere marned belo ' a 0 20 

ears of age, hereas only 7% ere ag 5-20 

One of my very interes Ing mdm s IS 

mdigenous to the city. 52% of my respo en 

8°10 that came from ou tside. 0 those ' 0 

brought up in ru ra l Ethiopia. What th is means IS a 

settlements of some kind, including small towns. 

The data on childhood upbringing attests ha a slgnl lcan 

not raised by both of their biological parents. Of these, hose ho t 

for 31 % of the sample, whereas those who were raised by 0 er cia I s 

9% were raised by their grandparents, whereas 5% were raised b a co 

and a stepparent, and 1 % by a stepparent only. The data on the rna e 

which the women grew up yielded an interesting result. Whereas 5 0 ca 

described as poor or very poor, 43% came from "self-suHicien' house olds 

"well-to-do" or "very rich" households. 

Slightly under a quarter of Addis Ababa's sex workers (24%) ha e h 

majority (about 46%) had some kind of elementary education, i.e. belo ' or up 0 

interesting 18% are women who have some kind of secondary educa lon, an 0 

completed high school! There appears to be an equally interes ing phenom non 0 s 

school part time. 2% of the women in my sample were currently a ending cl ss s, 

level, 1% at the secondary level. 

Another interesting fact regarding education and commercial se rei es 0 

dropping out of school. Overall, 63% of my informants are school dropou s 

said that they left school for "lack of financial or other kinds of suppo ' 0 I 

because they were diSinterested in school while 3.3% gave as a reason una alia ,I 0 

om 
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3.3 .. Stated Reasons tor Enlry nlo Sex-wo 

Under his a la Ie, " 

baba's se • 0 ers In 0 his lin 

anous categones. Ho ' e er, ere a 

lOS ance, IS exploring he dl erences a 

push women 0 ard sex wor and he 1m 

ake up the work. The former are general a 

are specific and relate to the institu tion dlrec I . 

orkers. or do all women who come from bro en a Illes 0 

city, end up in commercial sex work. In fac , he a are also ~t 

even wealthy families who end up in commercial sex 0 

as well as their parents, had fa irly high levels of educa Ion 

amilies that raised them with material comfort and good cara 

still living with their families. The collection and interpre a Ion 0 

women to become sex workers is important, therefore, to dlsen an I 

reasons and to see what combinations of both factors accoun or mos 0 

guided by the belief that interventions to prevent the en ry 10 0 co 

of young women have to be made at two different levels, one a r 

addressing the precipitating circumstances. 

It is also important to study precipitating reasons becaus 

work that the women take up, to the degree to which the ace 

men al frame with which they practice the trade and 0 elr u ure 

oman who had run away from home and started com e cia I 

discipline might consider the work as a temporary means 0 s a 

SOurce of livelihood. Such a woman might, in fact, hesl a e 0 



mlgh as a resul no su lee hers I 0 

• 0 mg 0 earn a II Ie more cas 0 supp 

Inance he purchase 0 e penSI e clo Ing 0 I • ry 

ha she is a sex or er. In con ras , a oman 0 00 

family or to eep her orphaned siblings In sc 001 mig consl r 

accept her situation and proceed with all the necessary precau IOns 

y findings affirm that there is, indeed, a dis Inc ion be een basIc ca 

but that the two are related in many ways. The basic causes are s a ed 

they became sex workers whereas the precipitating reasons are s ed In response 0 

ques ion of how they became sex workers . For the women in my sample, he Its 0 bas'c ca 

up of two major elements. They are running away from economic problems a ome (630 ) and a lure a ',a I 

from home by a re lative or friend (21%). Less significant but frequen Iy men loned causes (accoun I 

10%) are disagreement with or abuse by family members (mostly for city·born omen), an a rac IOns 0 

the city and its amenities like education (rural-born women) (3%). Over 80 percen 0 he respon en s • 0 

accounted for their becoming sex workers in terms of lure were of rural origin. Similarty, 0 er ~o 0 hose 

who said that they were forced into it by poverty or other social problems are of urban ongln. T ose • 0 

attributed their turn to sex work due to rural socio-economic problems (Ii e bro en marriage, amme, CI II 

disturbances, etc) were not more than 20% of that category. Likewise, those ho a ribu ed heir decIsion 0 

enter commercial sex to urban social problems (not re lated to economic problems) vere no more han 200 . 

The numerical data as well as the interviews strongly suggest that commercial se is ed rom • hln he ci 

by primarily economic problems and from outside of the city primarily by ex1ra-economic problems 

The responses to the question of how, actually, the women turn to commercial se , 

brings out another set of factors, which, at least at first sight, appear 0 ha e a de ree 0 r la I e 

independence from the basic causes. 53% of the respondents in my sample said ha he becam se 

workers because they were unable to find another job. A significan 20 00 said ha he olio ved e 

example of a friend. An interesting 20% also said that they came mO l un no 
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manlpula ed b 0 her peo Ie ( cu 

, 0 become heir Irs e plo e s) 

leading to ano her. Ho e er, i appears 

abou heir sexual mora" ha 

bUSiness as he better of the al erna I es a 

hat most of he women (61 %) had actually ned so 

ork and they speak openly about the constrain sand p 0 

contrast to sex work. 18% of these women had done pn a e 0 

had worked in small business establishments Ii e res auran s a 

of these women over 85 % of them said that sex wor was be e pa In 

doing before. Only 13% said that it was actually less paying and .500 I 

Equally significantly, the women also rated sex work very favorably In e 

said that sex work brought them more independence than he In s 0 0 

enabled them to have better control over their lives. Only 13% said 

constraining and about 5% said there was no difference In this regard. 

80th the numerical data and the interview material sugges 

commercial sex both by way of running away from problems and to impro e 

and socially. They run away from economic deprivation, yet see 0 impro e 

they runaway from forms of social control that they find intolerable, ye hey Ind In com 

which they can make their own decisions. However, irrespective 0 

compelled or lured into commercial sex, what they believe to be he reason or comln 

important. It is very important because it has significant explana ory alue or 0,' n 

socially. 



3.3.5. Social Ties and Obligations 

I use he phrase social J s· 0 

o ard hom he • oman eels 

hese rela ionships could be be een 

In or fnends. The obliga ions could 

hat IS particular about social ties, as oppose 

structural ra ther than voluntary or will fu l. A rela Ions Ip 

parents, siblings, children or spouse on the 0 her, are e 

developed in the context of the institutions of family and rna 19 

these categories of people tend to be strong and the obllga Ions o ~ 

tend to be taken as natural in her eyes. The social ties be een 

friends are less structured and less likely to be taken as na ural, bu can be cui I 

ties in which the woman is either expected to give or expec s 0 recOI suppo In 

terms. Social ties are, therefore, ties in which relationships of depend nce e IS Irr 

dependence means that it is other people who make claims on he oman's mon 

the woman who makes claims on other people's money an or time. 

this sense is that the giver gives and the receiver receives the resources ' '"9 

immediate sense. It could be a one-way flow, and not, therefore, necessanl 

of social ties excludes all other forms of social relationship that the oman ma n 

are short term or casual or relationships that involve give-and-ta e ( ransae IOns) 

relationships between the woman and other co-workers, acquain ances, n I 

members in associations like Iqub or Idir. 

The significance of this variable for a comprehensive dl eren I 

Ii e the other four variables, a degree of independence trom he pe 0 sa ',or 

oman who has poor parents or siblings to support or children 0 

4 
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dl eren Iy rom ano he one ho s no 

same Ind 0 se or . 

Con rary to common assump IOns 

100 at the omen ho prac ice he a e In 

much alive sOcially. One of the condllons 

commercial sex work does not necessarily and In anab 

developed prior to their becoming sex workers. T 

necessarily and invariably prevent the developmen 0 n 

other people. Due to these two facts, the average se 

s ruggling to maintain old ties or to build and sustain ne les 

by herself and works and lives for herself alone is, therefore, mor 

Ababa. 
e C J()(l 

The data on social ties maintained by sex workers comes om r spo 

to the women about parents, siblings and ch ildren and the ways in 

74% of the women in my sample stated that they maintain some ind 0 con c 

Only 22% said they do not. 2% said that they maintain contact wi h some sel c 

2% said that they had nobody they call family. Even more in eres mg is on 

close members of family on the women. 38% of the responden s said re 

family members who are currently fully dependent on their income from comm rCI I 

numbers, 63% of these had one person who is fully dependent on em, 8 

7.8% maintain 3 persons, 2.6% maintain four and another 7.8% carry e ul/ 

persons. 71% of these dependents, constituting the absolute majon , ar 

themselves. Next come parents and siblings, each of which cons I u ed 2 0 0 

7.8 % of them were made up of other close relatives. It is remar able a 

ull ime dependents live with their dependents under the same roo , 2 

elsewhere in the city while 15.7% maintain their dependents 



o e responden s ' 0 maIn In 

dependents do no ha e an bod els 

on commerCIal se 

surveyor an average 0 Ive yea s a abo e. 

The frgu res on partIal depen 

stronger. 6% of my responden s saId a 
00 

00 

56° ° support one person, 13% support t 0 persons, 8 6 s 

remarkable 23.9% support more than five people. These reel 

( .3% of the cases), parents (73.9%), siblings and hal 'Sl II S ( 

relatrves (2.1%) and even in-laws (2.1%). Of the omen 

73°'0 provide the support by housing the dependen s i h hem, 

support them at a distance in another part of the country. The pa lal suppo 

categories of dependents is in most cases given "fairly regularl ( 60o) 0 I 

was support given "once in a while" and even more rarely (2.10 ) as I 

occasIonally. As in the case of full support, the partial support b Ing 9
1 

dependents has run on the average for five years and above at he ime 0 e su e . 

Sex workers are also recipients of support from others. 200 

that they had in the past, or do currenlly, receive support from people I 

5% of the cases, this support comes from men who are lovers (5500), rom m 

children (20%) and from female friends (5%). But there are also rela I es 

them. A curious 10% said that they get support from their spouses. 5~0 0 he ' 0 

also live with the supporters, 60% of them get the support from ithin e CI 

hey get the support from relatives abroad who send them remi anc S 0 

hey are not sure about. At the time of the survey the average number 0 rs 

been receiving this support was roughly 3 years. 



3.4. Conclusion 

The general da a 

se In Addis Ababa has undergone so 

La e ch and Andarga che I in he 1970s a 

emerges from a perspective hat see a IIIumlna e 

allowing set of entative observations can be rna 

Sex-workers in Addis Ababa are typicall e 

ost are born and brought up here in Addis. Women In IS ca 

again hey are relatively better educated. Most ha e roub ad 

breakup of family and severe economic deprivation. Ho e er, S 

significant minority in the sex-worker population of the city. Theyare s 

in the city. They are still relatively less educated, and a signilican nu 

to the city in anticipation of better life, not necessarily 0 escape ocana c 

dislocation. 

There are two important observations that can also be made abou co 

Addis Ababa, both of them significant for an analysis of the SOCial can e 0 Ir I 

overwhelming majority of the women live where they work and under cond, Ions In 'I I( 

working quarters are not separated. Most live either in very cro ded con 'IOns or s 

frequent shifts in the venue of work. The other observation is ha 

workers are women who maintain ties with a wide variety of people rangln rom 

relatives and kin. Most of them are women who have dependents and gOOd nu 

on others. As a result they sustain varieties of other people on eir Inca 

sus ained in sex work partly with the help of other people. I is clear, ho ' r, 

more than they are sustained by others. 

The above observations, however, are not only tenta I e bu Iso 

sex and sex-workers, present a highly varied picture when 100 ad a 
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connec Ions and heir SOCial comml Is a 

e ne chap er. 



Chapter 4 

Negotiating Physical Space: Work Residence and Sex Wor Addis Ababa 

In this chapter I will take the scheme a I pH~spnrM 

provide major highlights of the diHerent types of sex 0 I 

residence associated with each. I will also provide rele an a on 

under each category. 

I have three objectives in this chapter. 

with a distinct profile of the women who function in it and wi h dis Inc • a S I " 

organized under it. The second is to show that the wa 

residence has determined their relationship with other people ho ha e con 010 

connection, I will argue that the serious problem of housing in Addis baba 

negotiate terms of access to physical space that are very harsh and e plol a I e. 

present data that I hope will show that certain types of commercial se ha e 

while others have been shrinking or declining. Such documen a Ion III S 

discussion, in the next chapter, of the ways in which sex work is sOcially embed ad 

The volume of material that I will present in this chapter will be so 

among the various types of sex work. Relatively detailed material '11 be pro I 

share sex-work, asphalt sex-work and sex-work done out of Bars. Rela I el I SS 

on the remaining four types: sex-work based on fifty-fifty share, se or 

residential houses, sex work done out of small drinking places and se or don OU 0 

clubs. This imbalance results from one major factor, and that is tha each ype 0 

group exhibits interesting parallels and similarities with one or another pe 10 e Irs r 

he organization of work and residence and the profile of the women • 0 enga 10 I 
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are In some cases considerable, al 0 no SO 

as pes. I thought, therefore, that 0 res a 

he second group. The unequal volume an 

he second group share parallels and similan les 

I will organize the discussion under each pe 0 

"household and domesticity" and "Profiles". "Venues and co 

out of which) the women work and the terms and condllons 

"Household and domesticity" refers to the ways in hlc e 

arrangements regarding the material side of residence (ren al ar an 

domesticity referring to the social side of residence (the presence or a nc 

affective ties between the women and other people who may reside I h ). 

chief characteristics of the women in each category and will portray he n 00 

characteristics shared by most women in the category. 

4.1. The Akafay: Sex Work for Fixed Share and the Women Behind it. 

4.1.1. Venues and Conditions of Work 

This category of work takes place in the residences of the om n 

women work are "owned" by other individuals, who are almost always omen 

can refer as madams would have in turn either rented the houses from he , 

whom the qaba/e has rented out the houses. The "ownership of the house b 

the bed, which she purchases and makes available for the job. The houses In 

are generally Single-room structures, often so tiny that little else is acco mod 

couple of chairs. In many of the houses that I visited, there is no separa Ion 0 r 

Workspace. Most rudimentary types of household utensils are either un 0 

90 



under he beds In some 0 

araql and lelia. 

The lOS -type 

e OUS S, 

IS I.oc1I!t:UOrv 

' ors slums 0 Addis Ababa. The ones a I \ 

and west of he railway terminal), behind 

Hotel) and in the Piazza area (in front of he Ha ar.F, 

en atlve Impression is that these slums grew ou 0 ea f S 

camps or working class concentrations. In any case, one 0 

In which this kind of operation takes place is that they are all n""n""", r n.n&\r"~, 
S ructures are not only crowded together but also generally un 0 

cardboard or rusty iron sheets. The neighborhoods are generally no ' or 

night accommodation for the cheapest prices. 

The women in the kiosks may solicit by standing in front 0 herr rooms or 10 hoo 

they stand into the wee hours of the morning. Their activities are In mos cas s clo 

madams for whom they work. The latter generally live in the same nel bor 000, 0 

door or behind a partition in the same house; they would, therefore, be ' I hln"e -s 

There are cases, however, where the "madams" do not live in the nel hborhood 

system operates either on trust or through representatives who mom or he ac I I I 5 0 

The fixed-share system works on the principle that the woman pu sa ' 

for the madam every time that she has entertained a man. The rates ary ro 

person to person. Collection is made either on a daily or a wee Iy baSIS and so 

arrangement between worker and madam is not based on trust, the regIme 0 co 

very harsh indeed. The nature of control depends also on he her or no e 

o Work and even hope to build affective ties with her workers. In ac , so 

rom 



share sex or ers have developed sue a 

are paid; hey would be less strict on hou s 0 
()(an 

he/( "children" to take breaks or sleep 0 a SIC ess or bo 

and "generous" if her "worker" is "hot" and a racts cll n 

More often than not, however, the madams e 

days are behind them and who find themselves in flnanClaf s ral 

he rates and techniques of sex work means that they have man 

use. Some of them insist that the Women stand for as long 

nocturnal vigils, my informants say, the madams often compel e 

consume stimulants like coffee in large quantities. 

From what informants who work in this line of sex wor sa , I IS cf r 

varies from madam to madam. In the words of one of my informan s, a Or CIO 

even try to have you sleep with anybody under any condition as long as 

were times, according to my informants, when the "mothers would be dlsappoln 

her "child" and a client fails. "There are women who would want to hang ou I ou 

that was because the man asked for sex without a condom", says one 0 m In or 

explains the fact that the most serious and (in fact the only) major source 0 ins cu 

category is contracting diseases. All the 35 respondents said that hey ear 

transmitted diseases any time. 

One of the major characteristics of the fixed-share system is a rela I I hi urn 0 0 

women. Women move in and out of these arrangements in part because h 

cannot be tolerated but mainly because the madams themselves would an 0 

income from a worker starts to decline because she becomes less a rae I e. 

o Changing madams, however, the tendency for the women to stay 

high. Out of my 35 respondents who are engaged in this type of sex 0 , 5 ( 
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',0 

ha many of my in orman S Consl er 0 

be er han a ifty-Ii ty share vith 

Paymen or se ual services un e 

of service that is given . I is, however, generall 0 

me hat they accept whatever is offered. Ho e e 
, 

(called sharf) and 15 to 20 birr for overnight service (called, ~ . 

4.1.2. Household and Domesticity 

Work and residence are combined in this type 0 se 

place of residence because it is also the place of their wor . Ho e 

on a fixed-share basis to set up a household or to accommoda eo er 

women who have children or other dependents tend to suppo 

with them. There are, however, many who do so. 25.7% of my respond n S rom 

to tal of 35 women) said that their dependents (mostly their chifdren) II e m. 

There are also cases in which space is shared between the 

happens, the living quarters of the two women will usually be separated b cu 

madam may have a child, a spouse or a relative who lives with her so h 

living in rooms that are sometimes as little as 4 meters by 4 meters. 

4.1.3. PrOfiles 

This is by far the most widespread form of commercial se 0 In d IS 

omen in my sample are engaged in this type of sex work. Mlgran 

type, comprising 69% of the workers. 17% of the women arrived In ddls 

.3% have been in town for 3-5 years. Over 57% of all the responden s 

10 years. 40% of all the women in this category were born and broug up In rur 



The omen ho · 0 In IS ca 

The average age or he ca egory IS 2 

children belo 15 years of age. 6600 

ca egory did no have a single day of schooh 

Only 3% had completed secondary school lie 6 

The majority of the women in this ca 

manipulation by other people. 40% of the women sal 

houses of the madams to do household Wor and 

hey followed the example of a friend who did this 

unable to find another job. Interestingly, however, 77.1 ~o 0 

engaged in another kind of work and 62.8% of them repo ed a co 

the jobs they did before. 

69% of the women who do th is kind of commercial sex main aln con 

and close relatives. 45.7% have children, 25.7% of them having ad 

There is an interesting case of one respondent who is married and 

knowledge of her husband. 31.4% of the women in this category repo ad 

fully dependent on their income from this work. 25.7% of them suppo 0 0 

two persons and another 9.09% supported over five persons fu lly. In 6. 000 

consisted of children; in 15.3% of the cases they were siblings of the om n 

were their parents. In response to a question as to what they spend mos 0 

respondents said "supporting dependents". Most of them {54.2°o} said 

earnings on food. 

In summary, the typical woman who works as an a alay on a I ad.s ( 

unlettered young woman of about 21 who is a recent migrant 0 Ad IS 

domestic service at least once before she took up work in his area and • 0 
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p ocurers 0 ."hom she had gone 0 as 0 I. 

eep the child I h her due 0 e na UI 0 

.2. Sex-work on Equal-Share 

.2.1. Venues and Conditions of Work 

The venues in which this category 0 se 

above for fixed-rate share work. Only the condllons 0 

basically hands over half of her earnings to the madam. 

oman and the madam not only highly exploitall e bu 

anticipates half of the earnings of the woman, she would ha e an e 

woman at work. She would be less disposed to allow her 0 

socialization. In contrast to the madam who collects a fixed sum PIS 

work would have a greater motivation to keep the woman on her ee, sohel I 

also be disposed to encourage her to take whatever offers are made 0 r b cl 

These interests of the madam dictate that she employ one 0 

impose the strictest control and highly invasive monitoring. This s ra eg 

for most of the day and a little bit of investment in stimulants Ii e co ee and 

he highest possible level of affective ties with the woman so as 0 ma e r 

for her loving "mother". Depending on which of these two strategies 

between them and the women could be stable or unstable. 1/ appears ha 

monitoring as a strategy, the women tend to get fed up quickly and 100 or ou 

hose who have saved some money might rent a room somewhere in he n I 

up as independent operators. Those that are no so lucky leave slm I In 

"motherly" madam. Where the madams adopt the affective strateg , e vo n 

This difference was starkly demonstrated to me in the ocus grou 

omen Who do this kind of share work. Only one or two of the omen 10 



II e • I h heir madams. The ma/on as 

anous hings ha they did for hem. 0 

"mo her" ta es care of her child and has gl en 

by he discussions and the in forma Ion rom 0 

• 0 before, the figures from the survey da a abou 

dl ICUIt to understand. In the data, some 40% 0 

been doing this work for 5 to 10 years! Another 40% said 

is a remarkably high rate of stability. The focus group discuSS 

share akafay explained to me that due to the very high urn 0 e I 

nature of this arrangement the pool of respondents is Ii ely 0 be 

hrough the strategy of affection. 

Remuneration for sexual services in th is category of or is br 

share arrangement. For short sessions, women are paid generall ro 3 0 0 birr. 0 t\!M''nW'l'' !mi;sD'IS 

they charge anywhere between 15 and 20 birr. Many women ho or In IS ca 

hat they might take even lesser offers. 

4.2.2. Household and Domesticity 

There is no observable structural difference between the " 109 co 

women and those in the fixed-rate share work described above. From e In 

category it turns out that most of them actually live with their madams 10 

separated one from another with curtains or material like cardboard. 

material with their "mothers". The affective strategy, it appears, dlc a es 

There are also cases where the women are allowed to live along 

respondents in this category actually said that they have a dependen 

is Usually a child. As stated above, the fact that their children are allo eo 0 , 

omen in th is category to be especially indebted to their "mothers . 
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.2.3. Profiles 

This ca egory accoun s or a 

only 5
0

0 of my general sample. The maio 1 0 

hey have been in to n for relatively long pe Od 0 I 

years, while all the rest have been in to In or a Ie s 

The women in th is category are fairly olde an 

he category is 24 years. Age of entry, likewise, IS sh 

ork between 16 and 20 wh ile 60% started somew ere noruloon 

category did not go to school at all, whereas another 40% 00 0 HUfI".",,,, 

started but did not finish high school. 

80% of the women in this group said that they became s ','or rs 'NI.oG\i;)C 

find another job. 20% said that they followed in the foots eps 0 a 

Interviewed said that they had done other kinds of work prior 0 comln 0 

tha sex work is better paying and 60% say that it gives more reedom 

previously was domestic work. 60% of the women in this ca egory main 

40% don't. None of their folks know, however, what they do or II ehhood 

of hem the dependents consisted of parents while for the remaining 2~o 

The typical equal-sharing aka fay seems to be a woman In h r 

uneducated. She appears to be the type who has stayed in a dl Icul and orm 

many years and appears resigned to it. 

4.3. Independent Home-based Sex-work and the Women Behind /I 

4.3.1. Venues and Conditions of Work 

Externally, the structures from which women in this ca ego 

hose akafay women described above. Indeed many of these omen ar n 
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" 0 • 0 as a afay. T ere are, 

arrangemen of residence and ' or 

ana her person to whom the qabale 

circumstances under which she does her Or 

bed: thus the 11ft :AA;J (bale-alga). She budge s 

her income. The houses that I have visited van 

ere fairly spacious and relatively well furnis ed. 

ost of the tiny ones are spaces rented from other enan s 0 

There are a few cases of women in this ca egory ho 0 

from concentrated settlements of sex workers. I observed ha 

their movements and about the movements of clients. Othe Ise, 

be the most settled in the profession and the most experienced 

erms of their physical safety and other job-related matters, II e dlseas 

Overall, the independent operator may be said to be a 0 n 

some day. Her biggest asset is that she is in control of the house in 

ca egories discussed above, but there is slightly wider varia ion. Sho 

birr while overnight services cost anywhere between 15 and 30 birr. 

case, of course, is that the women get to keep all their earnings. 

4.3.2. Household and Domesticity 

It might be possible to speak in terms of two subca e 0 

primarily on the way domestic arrangements are intertwined 

Consists of women who have rented the house from the qabale e 

20 



dependen s living vi h hem. e o s 

o er individuals and ha e children 0 0 e ueoeMen:..~ 

a e ren ed he house in "hich he II e a 

house from a person ho 0 ns e ouse 

have rented i from the qabale. 

al hough utilities may be a headache I cus 0 e s a 

constitutes a big headache because renting e en a J 

hemselves tenan ts, costs a lot of money. When depe 

urther complications inevitably arise. For one thing 

schedule. Consequently, her income suffers. For ano 

financial circumstances is by selling up one or two beds in the hous 

users. What results is an incredible efficiency of room use in 

each other might spend a night in a tiny room. On one side 0 e roo 

rented a bed for a night; in another corner the woman migh be sle pin " 

(if possible fenced off by some cloth or cardboard) a child or children mig 

4.3.3. Profiles 

This category consists of the th ird largest category of Addis !)a 's 

he fixed-rate akafay and the asphalt workers that will be discussed belo 

are migrants to Addis. However, in contrast to all other categories 0 ml r n 

have been around for quite some time. 50% of them have been in d IS or 0 

many women in th is category who have been in town doing this '10 

shortest length of residence in Addis reported for this category is I e 

The women in th is category are also the oldest in my en Ire 

vomen added up to 31 years. Starting age also was on the u 



be . een the ages of 16 and 20. 330 0 s a ed 

he Job. 42% of the women in this ca e 0 

discontinued before completing elemen a school 

school. 

Like the other categories of sex wo ers, e 

for heir entry into commercial sex by fa ilure or inablh 0 

explanation. Only 16% said that they followed a rle In 0 

omen, the majority of them also reported that they ha e one som 

commercial sex. 66% reported this to be the case. 87% 0 ese sa 

that the work they had done before, most of which was domes IC 0 

maintain contact with their folks. 83% reported this to be the casc, al hoo 

their folks new what they are doing. A substantial 66% of these 0 n 

the children live wi th them. These women also support other people 91 

they have people who depend entirely on them, most of them children 

people partially, most of them parents and siblings. 

In summary, a typical independent operator is a middle· aged 0 

work for quite some time. She is likely to be a migrant but with a long recor 

likely to be illiterate. Above all, the independent operator is a very e 

worried about when she would leave this line of work. Her worries are II el 0 

money. She is also likely to be a head of a household in which at leas ano r 

4.4. Asphalt Sex-Work and the Women Behind it 

4.4.1. Venues and Conditions of Work 

Asphalt walkers concentrate in the downtown area 0 Ad IS 

rom he Maskal Square towards the southern and eastern pa s 0 e CI • 

which the major hotels and centers of night entertainment are loca ad 



co ners along hese s ree S a e s a 

res pee Ive " urf". Some Imes ese usa e 
" .... 'VU~" J 

among es ab/ished "o ners" and ne co 

no ledge of he s ree s on hlch he ' 0 

They say that there are places along the stree s a 

are places where they drop in to see if they could tnd cite 

he women succeed in converting some of the s rue ures a 0 

ork. The structures become their service providers, ca e 

communication and security. For instance, my informan s sa 

more retail kiosks located along the streets both as suppl sa lon(s) or 

oilet paper etc. and as pOints of gathering, dispersion and communtca JOn 

o hers. Kiosks that provide telephone services are particularly use ul as nod I poi 

relationships between the kiosk owners and the women develop ro a I tons 

relationship of friendship that involve the exchange of goods, in orma Ion 

supplies from the shopkeepers on credit when they don't have cash on m, 

with them jewelry (when they feel insecure about clients) or money ha 

for their services. The kiosk owners sometimes supply informa Ion 0 

particularly if the lalter had been looking for them when they were no around. c 

The most important structures that asphalt workers would Ii e 0 ha 

they work, or somewhere close-by, are Hotel rooms. Hotels are places 0 , 

clients for sexual services. For reasons that will be mentioned sho I . 

would be unwilling to go to any other venue with clients. It there ore boco 

veil acquainted both with the physical morphology of these 0 els and 

hem. Friendships are quickly struck between the women and 0 el s a such 
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e nendships are ce en e 

rela lonship both sides benefit. 

In terms of conditions 0 

also the most dangerous of all forms 0 co 

respondents from this category affirmed his POI 

saying out in the cold or in the ra ins for hours on e 

boring and physically straining. They say ha e a 

cracking and facial withering easily unless special precau Ions a 

weather the elements, the women regularly consume alco I, CI 

ery high quantities. Drugs, referred to by the women as h Ig 

time. 

Asphalt women find themselves under constan harassm n b 

relationship particularly with the Federal Police as ·one be een a ca a 

swoop on them sometimes, whisk them off the streets and subjec 

sometimes take them out of town and dump them in the wilderness 

carved up by hyenas. The most common form of punishment is being su m r 

cold water. Work in the streets therefore involves constant alertness abou 

keeping track of their schedules and sh iWng points of opera Ion 0 esca 

knowledge of the movements of the police is such that they clear rom c am s ( 

the police, sometimes returning after the lalter have finished their scou m 

mouse game" indeed. 

The most defining characteristic of work in the streets, ho e er, IS 

is associated. The women say that they face great risks of being ro 

abused by men, much more than all other categories of sex wor ers. T 

men, including from gangsters in the neighborhoods, but mostly rom hos , 

Since the women are almost always picked up by motorists, the do no 

I _ 



elr engagemen i h clien s. AI hou 

, he her it is short term or overnigh seNIC ), 

heir vehicles and movement begins. e e 

o and out ot the way that the latter are comple 

he abuses that include life-threatening Sl ua Ions 

omen are gang-raped or forced to perform strange" se 

I is common for women in th is line of work to be robbed 0 

that they have received in pre-payment and le~ in the ml dIe 0 no" 

morning hours. 

Despite a high-level of awareness among asphalt worn n 

condoms, the inequality of power between these women and heir cit n S IS 

could be useless. If they run into irresponsible men, as they indeed 0 

infected with HIV or other STDs are considerable. From time 0 Ime 

very unfortunate conditions indeed, conditions that could end up e en m 

that some murders were committed in the most vicious and cruel manner b cll 

the th roats of the women. 

The fact that working conditions for asphalt women are filled h S r In 

only why the women need to be constantly alert, vigilant and aware 0 

but also why streetwalking is the only form of sexual work lin ed 0 plmpm In 

institution is known in the West. t Among the women in this category 

pimps. Pimps are men who are believed to provide protec Ion 0 

connections with neighborhood gangs or in their own rights as nelg borhood 

heir daily earnings. In fact, this "sharing" of the proceeds some I S a S 

---------------------
I Incidenlall y, the literature on commercia l ex in 

wh Convey informali on to and from ex w rker a pimp . 



e earnings 0 he omen and Con rolll s''''U~~\Jll:l 

herr primary mission to feed, clo e 0 0 

he deal in a relationship be een a pimp a 

As in many parts of the world, pi 

emotional tie or conjugal relationship, 

entrepreneurship. Pimps are described by the 0 n 

heir "lovers", sometimes even as their "husbands., 

context for the unrestricted and almost always unpro ec ad s 

women. "Of course I don't use condoms with my frien , says 

worry sometimes who else he may be sleeping with, he remainS 0 be 

Despite this language of love and intimacy, however, there is no ou 

from the point of view of the women is that they guarantee them espec in 

work. In my discussions with them about this matter, ma 

" c,~ t, '} J!., : f l'lh'fU. <;: Ali" meaning, "my friend makes sure that I am respec 

context refers to freedom from harassment by the other neighborhood u s 

There are two distinctive characteristics of asphalt wor tha anse ro 

with it. Both of these characteristics are also noteworthy in view of he ar u 

about their socialization. One of them is that the women tend to spend 

incomes on clothing, shoes and cosmetics than all other categories 0 se ' \'o 

investment required by the job itself. The other is that the women end 0 be 

workers on stimulants like alcohol, chat and Cigarettes. In my sample 0 s . 0 

that they smoked, chewed chat or drank alcohol regularly. 

The remuneration that women who work on the asphalt ge 

upper side. Short-term sessions cost generally from 30 to 00 birr 

anYWhere between 100 and 500 birr. The variation comes, according 0 



ge good pay hen ey se Ice e 

merrca. 

4.4.2. Household and Domesticity 

Women who work on the asphal e 

and live by themselves. 36 % of the women in m 

friends while another 36% said that they rented a 

parents and another 8% live with relatives who are no a I 

hey don't have any fixed place of residence. 

residence, not in the same neighborhood. 

Asphalt women who live as roommates enter into 

common is a hostel-like arrangement in which a group of hree 0 

there out of their suitcases. Typically, the women would have " Ie O( no I 

in the house. There might or might not be any beds in the house. I b S Ol 

single one, to be used by all the roommates collectively. In those cas s 

women would sleep on mattresses spread out on the floor. Because e 

they do little or no cooking at home and thus own hardly anything by a 

Rental arrangements for these places vary considerably. 

partitioned spaces (or part-rooms) in houses (or rooms) occupied by 0 

the landlord would be a person who might have himself rented e ous 

typical landlord would be a woman who supplements her income 

women pay rent to their landladies on a monthly basis. OHen , ho e er, r n 

hotel rooms, although the payment schedule is oHen flexible as it should, In 

he women's income. 

Still another arrangement of rental makes the place avaJla Ie 0 

requires them to rent beds if they wanted to spend the night in e hous . I 

o 



be able to sleep on the floor if the bed or Sa 

sleep before the bed or beds are rented ou . 

There are three important charac ens cs 0 

he second is related to the relationship between e 

he relationship among the women and their relahonshlp I 

The relationship among the women is charac enZed b 

of their work as well as the way they organize their house 

ogether. What this produces is a sense of being together in 0 e SI 

hat success and failure in the streets are a matter of chance ra er 

has done some "business" and has got some money today has 0 S ar I ' 

succeed because she knows full well that she would be in their shoes omo I 

communalism in which saving and long-term planning do not have much plac 

an asphalt worker, the motto guiding her and her friends is let us share and e 

the best clothing today; let us spend for satisfaction today; tomorrow will a e car 

The typical hostel-like residence of asphalt workers is, as I sta ed abo , s rue ur 

that the women and their landladies come into close and daily can ac . This ore 

relationship in which a lot more goes on than just payment and collec ion 0 ren 

and continuous around such issues as the use of utilities like elec nCI and 

household utensils, the comings and goings of people and security of prope . 

parties perceive this relationship varies from place to place and from person 0 p rson 

who addressed this issue in my focus group discussions tell different stories. So 

are greedy and exploitative toward them because, in addition to the ren 

other material benefits from them. According to these informants, the omen 0 

heir food, cigarettes or chat routinely, and expected occasional giHs rom em In 

SUpplies like bread, sugar and coffee beans. "Every time that we have do e ood 
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saId, hey ould 100 in 0 Our hands In 

aIled 0 pay rent for sometime, they s a 

ha the women actually were social and mo e 

do no pu pressure on them if they fa iled to do b Sl 

a afay women that I discussed above, these dl e g rpnr')~nt\ 

reflect, at least, in part differing strategies that theIr la 

position as landladies. In other words, the landlady and 

being described either as evil exploiters or as almost saln I 

diHerences of opinion reflect the existence of both unders andlng a 

The third element, the one that makes for complex rela 10 

between them and their landladies, is the eHort that the women 

intimate relationships with men in this already complicated arrange en 

trying to make pimps part of the domestic scene. From the stories a 

woman who has a relationship with a pimp would try to steal a momen 0 p 

"boyfriend" in such an unlikely place for privacy. Often things don' or, an rnvol c 

in the form of rentals for hotel rooms. This fact sometimes makes 

women as well as between them and their landladies. 

In other arrangements of residence involving asphalt workers, 

Ihe women live either with family or by themselves. Where they live by 

be children or men living with them. In some cases, the women go ou or se. ( 

of family members; in some, the women make eHorts to "hide the fac rom 

very often is that family members know what is going on but deliberately urn 

point later in the following chapter. 
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4.4 .3. Profiles 

"Asphalt-work" or Work on 

or ers in Addis Ababa today. In terms 0 

omen in my sample. It is probably the mos 

rapidly expanding. Its visibility might have to do 

act that since the change of regime in the coun ry In 99 

measures against street solicitation have not been en oreed 

commercial sex, however, can be gleaned from my own sa pie 

the last four years, while 16% began in the last 2-3 years. A Sl 

last one-year period. 

Most of the women who do this type of sex work are also In I nov 

women who do this type of sex work (i.e. 72%) are born and broug up in 

the women is even more dramatically illustrated when we add 0 

Addis from other urban areas. It comes to 92%. 

The women in this category are also relatively young, only sI! 

women who make up the youngest category. The average age of asphal , 

However, the disaggregated data on age is even more striking. Abou 60 0 0 

started sex-work as children below the age of 15 while 60% of them ere e n 

The women who practice this kind of sex work are also the mos educa 

sex workers except those working in small hotels or bars. Out of the 25 om n In 

some elementary education but had dropped out before completing; 6 (2 00) r 

(20%) have completed high school and 2 are still in school (1 in elemen ary a 

overwhelming majority of them (68%) say that they quit school because 

inds of support. 

Some 68% of the women in this category said that they became s 

unable to find another job. 12% attributed it to peer influence, while ano er 

10 



lured In 0 I un no ' ingly. Fo 80 0 se NO 

process 0 "passing ime" ou Side 0 

because he paren (s) did no appro eo 

sex or hen he boys with whom e 

limbo. 

Another interesting point on which this ca ego 0 , 

hem had done or had sought to do other work prior a a I 

never done any other work before, while the 40% 0 did 

establishment or did private work. None of them worked as a do es IC, 

most of the other categories tended to engage in prior to urnlng 0 sa 

other work were unanimous that sex work paid better than heir pre 10US 0'10 

hese said that it also brought them more independence of ac Ion 

Over three-quarters of the women (76%) who war on he s re 

with family members. Only 20% said they don't, while 4% said a 

interesting 50% of the women said that their family members ne 

32% percent of the women said that everybody in their family no vs 0 nl 

while 16% said that their family members knew what they did bu no so 0 nl . 

category carried the full weight of varying number of people i h om 

supported one person, 12% supported 2 persons, 4% were bread earn rs or 

persons while another 4% maintain over five persons. For 28°0 0 

children, for 12% they are parents, for 8% they are siblings and or 4°'1) a 

In summary, the typical streetwalker in Addis Ababa is a oun 

as born and brought up in the city. She is a person with a leas I 

understand some English, even if she may not easily communica e In I 



rom home because 0 

problems. 

4.5. Hotel and Nightclub Sex-Work and the Women Beh nd It 

4.5.1. Venues and Conditions of Work 

To a large extent, there is no difference be 

nightclubs to look for clients. In fact, oHen they are e sam 

above, there is no individual sex worker or group of se 

nightclub sex workers. However, among the women in my sa 

inds of sex work, the majority of them worked between ho els and 

between the two. Some may not engage in asphalt work on a regular baSIS 

home. These elements justify a discussion of the women separ 

discussion of women who sell sex out of hotels and nightclubs is also IUS II 

two venues are not always distinct and separate. They are struc ural! con 

hotels in Addis also run nightclubs. 

As stated above, the major hotels in Addis Ababa do not func Ion 5 en 

official way. However, many of them house nightclubs to which a lar e nu 

regularly. Many of these are fairly upper class sex workers who can a or 

regularly and afford to pay for their own drinks. Many of my informants old m 

maintain an air of sophistication and pretend not to be sex workers. any, In 

who engage in sex work part-time. 

Both these women and women who cannot always afford he nl 

ith some help and assistance from the hotel staff. The latter help 

phone. However, work sometimes involves a semi-regular drop-in by 

as "guests", or of walking about in their parking lots or doorways. 

ho these regular "guests" are, and often treat them as informal ' 0 ers 

II 



movemen s. any of the omen 

rela Ively high amoun s. They are, here 0 e, e a 

Besides the nightclubs in he bIg he e s, 

Ababa. One variety, which we can refer 0 as small cl 

by modern or traditional bands. These are ohen he sed In s 

o Ethiopian clientele. There are Q.Q.admission charges, 

be t~ or th ree times as expensive as in ordinary bars 

nown as 1, 'w'/t (L ~). (Azmari be~ and attract the leas nu 

play modern Ethiopian music have slightly greater at rac on 0 , 

However, even here, the tendenc is still for young couples 0 0 

entertainment rather than for unattached men coming to 100 or 0 n, 

targets for sex workers. The ~ that attract sex Wor ers and 

discotheques where OJ music is played. There are quite a e 0 

neighborhoods described above in connection with the asphal se 

frequented by middle-aged and upper class type Ethiopians as well as or I 

men tend to be relatively more "liquid" and lonely than others. The clubs c r 

workers in the amount of 20-30 birr per person. In addition to admISSIon s, 

expected to order drinks. These expenses are sufficient to keep the 10 r-cl SS 

from the nightclubs. Once in on their own account, whatever he omen 

drinks would, of course, be appreciated by the latter, In fact, women • 

accumulate th is kind of credit with the club-owners would be admitted or s 

one of my in formants, says that at the Memo club, the club to which s r ul rf 

allowed to enter for free after 2 months of entrance fee payment. There are pi c , 

where the women qualify for free admission aher 6 months of good reeo 

so regular and who prove helpful with the sale of drinks at the clubs e en u " 

---------------------
1 The Women re fer to the latter a 11. :1 (zegal, short tor fOl' ''f.~: '' .. ') ( e-','1\JCh ) ()( 
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':1 he club s a 

po en lal chen s. 

Ho els na urally seNe bo as 

Independen (non-ho el) nigh clubs, on 

se ual seNlces. Therefore, the omen 

hem. Some might also go to the residences 0 e cit 

Women who work between hotels and nig clu s 

asphalt workers have. The mechanisms they emplo 0 

similar. Remuneration, likewise, is generally the same. I IS on 

variation. 

4.5.2. Household and Domesticity 

There is a much greater chance for the women in this ca ego 0 " b IMI'l'lC:nl'.'MI 

rather than wi th other sex workers as roommates. In fact, all 0 

said that they lived with family or by themselves. It appears tha his Sl u Ion 

to maintain a ceL@.in degree of pretence that they are ~t fu ll-time sex or ers 

cases, the relationships that the women build with foreigners out 0 a ho Is 

situation in which they become "kept women", i.e. women supported and rela I 

foreigner friends. When their foreigner friends are away, the omen • 

remunerated by them move into a low-intensity mode of operation in sa ou 

occasionally or when the need arose for money. Some of them migh no n 

only for the retu rn of their businessman or diplomat friend to be replenished cono 

mode into which they could afford to get periodically as well as their usu II r 

hus makes it possible for many of these women to keep an image 0 sel -s ppo 

han that of the sex worker. 
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4.5.3. Profiles 

There is lil1le or no difference In er 

ca egory. They tend to be as young as e 0 

urban In origin and are unlikely to have ned SO 

reasons for becoming sex worker are also similar 0 

les appear to be slightly stronger than the asp al 0 S 

and 54% actually I've with family. Interestingly ho e er, an 

now what they;did to earn money. It is also interes jng 0 no 

to be engaged in sexual relationships that they describe as .non CO IU .... ",.." 

protection. 54% of the respondents said that they have bo ne 

clients. A small percentage (9%) of these men knew what the om d 0 

know, at least not openly. 

In short, the typical woman in this category is Ii ely 0 be 

sophisticated-looking young woman of about 22 who is unemplo ed bu 

maintain some degree of pretence that she is not a sex worker. S e IS rela I 

most other types of sex workers in the sense that she has neither a pimp nor a 

she is no less of a bread-earner for dependents than others. 

4.6. Sex Work out of Bars and the Women Behind it. 

4.6.1. Venues and Conditions of Work 

Addis Ababa has hundreds of small hotels that combine the bUSiness 0 r I 

trade in a wide-range of beverages and liquors. Typically, waiting s a In 

up of women. Depending on its location and its size, a bar in a small ho el coo 

many as thirty women on its staff. Many would have even more. In so 

informants work there are upwards of f i ~y women who make the sel es a a 
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{)\' nership 0 small hotels and bars is no a 

bar sex or ers are, therefore, both women a 

in 0 it, is determined by the work schedule 0 e ba 

morning to mid-night or two o'clock. In ac ual ac , 

af ernoon, around 4 or 5 o'clock, and warms up in e earl 

12:00 pm. This schedule makes it necessary both or 

bars as venues for sex work to establish operational rules ha alloca 

and guarantee that both benefit from the peak hours during 

Accordingly, each hotel-bar would typically have two subca e on s 0 

subcategory, known as Ml·,·r;';JJ€:f· (waitresses) or f(),·l· :A~+ (c II r 0 

small number of women who constitute the core staH of the es ablls 

full -time employees of the hotel-bar and are paid nominal mon hly sala 

birr. They work as waitresses or cashiers and sometimes do other 0 

clients on the side. They work on the basis of alternating schedules, a Ing u 

shifts. Generally one group of the women comes in the morning and 0 

afternoon and the group that takes over works through the evening up 0 ml nl 

subcategory of women, known as lli'ji'i~:): (sales helpers) is made up 0 " 

hotel/bar early in the evening and stay up to closing time. These omen are no r 

Ihe hotel/bar in the strict sense of the word; they are neither paid nor e pee d 0 

come 10 the bar as a sort of sales-women and their task is to help he bar 0 

However, once they have "Signed on" with the hotel to work for e da 

expected to adhere to working hours strictly and cannot come and 0 as 

sales, they are expected to drink and prompt the male clientele to drin . 

This organization of work in the hotel/bars combines the abo eo 

he venue for the delivery of sexual services. Most hotelslbars ould 
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'Iould be available for omen and 

operational rule is that any woman 

be given a break from work. In this case 

he clients pay to use the rooms. However, I an 0 

for any length of time, or if she wants to stay a a ro 

she would be charged exit fees that range rom S. 5 r 

" UIJ(I)' 6li),; 0l) c/?t.'I' '' ("getting exit tickets"). In mos places, 

time at which the women want to leave and on the basIs 0 

for the remainder of the day or night. Generally those who as 

than those who might want to leave early and those who re urn 

for good. 

These conditions of work create an environment for se 0 

of work that I have described so far. One is that the relationship be 

not directly related to her income from sex work. It is primarily peg ad on a coo r 

the women available to the owners for a specific duration of time. e 

every time they want to leave before the hour is, therefore, at leas 

contract" on the part of the women. The owners could be said to be collec I r 

who use the hotelfbar as a venue for sex work but, unlike the pimps or e 

of sex work, do not make claims on the women's earnings from sex 0 

the women after working hours. In short, the income that hote ar 0 ners rom 

direct. 

The other difference between this category of sex wor and so 

above is that the venue gives some room for the women to opera e In r 

environment. A woman who waits on men in a bar or sits and en e alns 

Would have a greater chance to assess the personalities and the dlSPOSI Ions 0 

he case with asphalt women who had to jump into vehicles with peo e 
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'/ lIe. omen ho or in bars oul also S 

and ould end to operate in very familiar e I 

These circumstances permit te o 

and greater composure than, say, the asp al 0 

ho els/bars tend to describe themselves as ""'Me)" 

v·/·t,nt. "(dignified). The women operating ou 0 IS 

he terms of service to the cl ient, including the use 0 

oreover, the fact that the bars/hotels tend to beco e 

conditions in which the women build up regular clientele or cus 0 

create conditions that sometimes lead to enduring unions ha pro I 

sex. 

Bar women charge for services at a rate that is lower han 

higher than that of the aka fay or the bala·alga women. For sho sessIons 

whereas overnight service is sold for a range of 75 to 120 birr. 

4.6.2. Household and Domesticity 

Women who work out of small hotelslbars live either on the premlS S 0 r Of 

by themselves. Most hotels/bars would have a room or 0 

"Vtb'H: :OJ"' ''(women's house) or " f'f\'f':)::h~A" (women's room). Th s 

speaking, meant to be residential quarters. They are meant to be res In plac S 0 

where women who have not found themselves clients spend the nig a er 

However, many women who do not have any other place to go to in e mo I e 

residences. In any case, the rooms that are made available would usuall 

iny fraction of the women who work in the establishment, so that wo en 0 

rent a place individually or in groups somewhere close by. For t ose 
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rooms· on a regular basis, home a es 

au of suitcases. 

Women who live outside of the premls on 

household in various different ways. Some I e 

privately. As with all other categories of sex wo ers 

he si uation enables these women also to try 0 wo 

living without suffering the humiliations at both ends. 

4.6.3. Profiles 

The majority of women in this category of sex or e S a a bo 

Out of my sample of women, 71 % were locally born while 29% era i 

same range of youth as those who work on the asphalt or out of the big ho 

age fo r the group is 23 years. 

The women in this category are also the most educated 0 a 

57% had some kind of secondary education. Of these 43% had ac uall 

elementary education. Only 14% did not have any schooling at all. 

others, say that they were pushed into this work for lack of alterna I e a 

claimed to have followed the example of a friend. Some 14% said tha 

Yet, as with most of the other categories, the majority of women in his ca e 0 

kind of work before commercial sex and found it to be better paying and mor 

action. A significant minority (43%) had not tried any other work before becomln 

The largest majority of women in this group are not only conn 

members of one kind or another. 86% said that they maintain can Be 

they live with parents or siblings. Interestingly, about 43% of t e sal 

While 67% said that it was a secret. 
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An interesting phenomenon abo 

ependents. Only 14% said tha 

o ever, an overwhelming majority ot 

hem partially. For many these partial dependen s '9 9 

Overall, the sex worker that WOrks ou 0 e s 

young very li terate woman who had some high school bac 

Ababa and commutes to work trom some place where se ll as 

4.7. Sex Work out of Drinking Places and the Women Behind t. 

4.7.1. Venues and conditions of Work 

There is a very striking similarity between the category jus 

all the variables. The small drinking places operate in ways tha ar 

The only difference is that most of the people who run small (usuall 

themselves had been or are still practicing sex workers. The other poln 0 I 

the small drinking places, work heats up rather late at night and migh con Inu I 

As in the hotels/bars, the small drinking places bring in two groups 0 

other transient or mobile. The permanent sex workers reside in the dnn In 

might be located somewhere in the back of the house. They are also pro 

food but are not, as a rule, paid monthly salaries. However, because e pe 

small drinking places are resident and their contact with the owners is con InUOUS, 

domestic labor flows from them towards the owners. For this reason, e r an 

elements of (unremunerated) domestic work with those at sex war . 0 e 0 

women (as part domestics and part resident sex workers) a number 0 el 

end either to complicate the relationship between employer and '10 er 0 0 

olerable for both. Elements that could complicate the relationship are r fa 0 

are not paid for the domestic work and that there is no guarantee t a e 
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II /Og condl ions and food. If income om 

ma e he women feel the exploitative na re 0 

or Ins ance, is hat the owners generall e 

behaviors they could predict. Recruitmen ec nl ues I 

he woman and her previous history. Arrangemen s 

coun ry tend to work out better than others because 

might be buil t. In fact , where this shared ground exis s an 

o customers, she might expect occasional gihs or some 0 e 0 

fact, she might be treated in such a way as to make her eel" e 

outsider. 

Due to limitations of space, the number of such per 

be large. In fact, for most places there would not be more than one 0 

location and on felt need, the madam might allow two or three 0 

and spend time in her place, helping to faCil itate sales along the 

working as asphalt women or freelancing in other venues. But some could 

situation similar to the bars , in which regular but non-employee wo en am e a pe 

A drinking place mayor may not have attached rooms to be use s 

such venues exist, the owner of the place benefits from room rentals. 0 n, ho .•• 

in Addis is such that most of these places do not have beds to ren . T e . 0 

o her venues in the general neighborhood and would fo llow them 0 If 

developed a degree of familiarity with them. 

As in the small hotels/bars, the women in small drin ing 

develop rapport with their clients and negotiate terms with them. 0 on 

related insecurity, but it also makes it possible for the women 0 ca 

composure and dignity than, say, the asphalt workers or the akafay. 
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The ra es at which the lomen 

e permanent workers charge at ra es a a 

ransient "visitors" tend to ask payments similar 0 

4.7.2. Household and Domesticity 

For the women who reside permanently in 

forms, depending on whether or not the owner lives on 

of domestic work expected from them outside of 

correspondingly, the freedom of the women to entertain chents 0 0 

the other hand, if the owner lives elsewhere, the women mig be ca 

spend with clients or even cancel their engagements with them 0 a e 

the place. These matters sometimes complicate relationships and lead 0 

However, there is one element that appears to work towards 

many cases, and that is related to the possibility that the arrangemen ml 

of the women, particularly their children. One of my findings was tha a re a 

this category (75%) have children and that their children live with them 

For the women who come to the drinking places or 0 rom 

arrangements of household are as varied as those for women in he 0 r ca 

parents, some with relatives and some by themselves. Some are una ac ad 

relationships with men that include residing together. 

4.7.3. Profiles 

The distinction between resident sex workers and the transie 

profiling of the women in this category. This is in part because 

predominantly migrants to the city and the transient visitors tend a be 

sample the figures add up to almost fifty-fifty. The immigran s 0 e CI 
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Slgnr Ican Iy long periods of time. bo soo 0 

decade. The resident immigrants are also 

o he respondents in my sample did no a e a 

schools. The remaining 50% have some ed ca Jon 

There does not seem to be a major dl e enc 

al hough the average age for the category as a 

ages of most other categories. In fact, the category cons lu es 

he city. 

different from women in the other categories. 50% said e 

unable to find other work. Another 50% said that they folloWed a 

the other categories, 75% of the women in this category had ned ano 

describe commercial sex both as better paying and as permissive 0 rei I 

A striking 100% of the women in this category maintain con ac 

strikingly, all the 100% of them said that their family members and close ( I 

they were sex workers or knew the facts even if they did not acknowled 

about dependents applies here also. All the 100% of the respondents In m sa 

other people either entirely or partially. 

In general, the women who sell sex out of the hundreds 0 small d In In 

avenues and back streets of Addis Ababa are likely to be two types: type on 

in her late twenties or early thirties who had arrived from rural Ethiopia so 

unschooled and burdened with responsibility for a child. She is " ely 0 b 

functions in an ambiguous position as part-domestic part-sex worker. T 

woman of about the same age who lives in the neighborhoods with paren s or r 

in the evenings to do "business". She is highly likely to be a high-school d op OU 

ou and earn some money either to support her impoverished paren s or 0 

quite cOmmonly, to feed her own child born out of wedlock. 

121 



4.5. Conclusion 

In this chapter I have tried 0 bri 9 ou e 

he extent that my numerical and qualitati e da a (a 

show that the face of commercial sex in Addis Ababa 

Diresse and Andargatchew T esfaye studied it some hi 

occurred since then is not in the external form of sex 

For, the various "types" that I have listed above are no so ra 

composed by Laketch or Andargatchew. The most remarkable c 

or in the way sex work is organized internally. These subs an l ee 

expansion of urban poverty over the last quarter century or more an 

the housing regime that has been in place in the city. Urban pave m an 

sex workers are indigenous to the city. Whereas in the pas Addis 

mainly of unschooled immigrants, now they are predominantly ma 

Whereas in the past the reasons for women's entry into commercial se 

socio-economic conditions, now they have to be sought mainly in urban SOCI()-OI't'lJMnI.tt' 

problem of housing, on the other hand, complicates the ways in w ie e 

commercial sex fit themselves into it; that is because lack of control 0 e 

available to the women and forces them either to be immobile or to nego la e 

hat control the venues. 

One of the implications of these changes, which keeps sho 'n 

have described above, is the differentiation of the sex business into 0 broa 

operational style of the women and their remuneration. One variety, do Ina ad b • 

he city itself, appears to be mobile, dexterous, and very adaptable to dl eren 

women from the residential neighborhoods to the streets, to the big ho els, 0 e 

small bars and roadside drinking houses. It also takes them bac and 0 

122 



sometimes ithin a single night. Because e 

ma e the most of what the city's leisure and en e I 

less conservatively anchored to specific venues a 

paid or he services they render. 

The other variety of sex work, domina ed mal 

i h rural background, tends to be less mobile, anchored 0 s 

operates from neighborhoods into which procurers bring ou 

social and geographical terrain. The women who prac Ice I e 

They tend to be poor, demoralized and very poorly remunera ed or 

The other implication of the changes since the 1970s', also s /, 

of the various types of sex work, is the expansion of control over he inco 

their freedom of movement by other "stakeholders". In the two mos co 

aka fay and asphalt work, the sex business is actually run and co 

madams and the pimps) who assert direct control over the incomes a 

One of them exploits its control over indoor space (i. e. control over housmg), 

over outdoor space (i. e. exploits the dangerousness of the streets). T e ac 

language of affection when talking about these people is beside the POIn In 

00, the women have to negotiate access to venues either by paying or b '0 

them; thus they are charged for moving between and among venues in small 

exploited in the form of unpaid domestic work in the small drinking places. I 

provided in this chapter that women in all the various types of sex wor are e 

exploi tation by those who have direct or indirect control over residential space 

All of these conditions also have very important and serious I Ilea 

negotiate the social space, a negotiation made even more complex b 

with stigma and shame. I will address these issues in the following chap e . 

12 

Ot 



Chapter 5 

Negotiating Social Space: Sex-workers and th S . 
Work in Addis Ababa e OClal Context of Sex 

There are three principal points on which ere IS al 

workers of Addis Ababa today. One of these is that sex wo is a 

compelling economic reasons irrespective of how she actually co 

one embarks as a matter of pure choice. The other is that sa 

woman herself as well as to all those she is related to. The third is a s 

it is a temporary undertaking that one should get out of as quic Iy as POSSI e 

In this chapter I will describe the ways in which the women 

interact with different sections of society on the basis of these three pnnclpl S I "' / 

personality of individual sex workers is determined by the way they ry 0 reconer 

principles with the reality in which they find themselves today. I will sho 

principles with reality produces three different approaches by the women in 

of the approaches, which I will call affirmative, is one in which the women 0 

their relationship with certain categories of people despite the disruplive na ura 0 s 

approach, to which I will refer as isolationist, is one in which the women are co 

interaction with a certain category of people and therefore limit their social rela Ions I 

approach, which I will call interactive, is one in which the women engage in ac I a soc. r 

variety of people wi th whom they come into contact as part of their daily life. 

items in a list out of which the women can choose. All of them are pursued coneur 

time. What this means is that for each woman who engages in com rCI I 

maintaining some types of previously existing social relationship (hus, a I 

emporarily moving away from some types of social relationship (thus isola I() 

or actively pursuing some types of social relationship (thus inleracllve). 

( ) 
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I have set myself two tasks in this chapter. Firs , I 

he women tend to affirm, to avoid, or to pursue. As I do so, I 

present the arguments that the women put forward in jus Iflca 10 0 

will describe the strategies that the women employ in pUrsUi 0 

hese strategies entail for them. I will pursue these tasks a 

individual women. At the second level , I will talk about categories 0 0 

will try to show the relevance of the variables that I have used in c ap 

women and the categories that have resulted from the use of those vana s s aescn~e<I 

materials at both levels complement each other and reinforce the idea 0 dl e" """OOIJO'" 

as their social behaviors. 

5.1. Affirming Social Ties: The Dilemmas and Strategies of Sustained Contact 

Listening to sex workers as they tell the story of why and how they s a ed 

still working, one cannot fail to notice a deeply moral element. That moral elemen IS 

women to the well being of their immediate kin, particularly to members of their a III s 

the basic reason both for entering commercial sex and for staying in it is to provide 0 10 

in critical need of material support. The material conditions of many households ha e go 0 so OeSiOOfi)ltl! 

and poverty is so deeply entrenched, that teenage girls find themselves compelled 0 do som 

even if th is means taking up commercial sex work and thus confronting ano e mar I II 

cases the sex worker would be a daughter who is trying to give a helping hand 0 a a 

to survive in deep economic adversity; in some others she would be a sister who IS 

siblings who have been left helpless by the death of one or both of their paren s, s lU, 

mother who is determined to take care of her child or children. 

Alemtsehay is a 23 year-old young woman who was born and broug 

house of her parents. She operates out of a hotel in downtown Addis no 

which she had grown up. This is how she accounts for her entry into sex wo 
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I have been in this work now for the last three ye F 
'd I 't h I h ars. 0 mal . qUI sc 00 w en I was in the 11 grade beca s 

children was stranded financially. Before his dea a 
office that administers government-owned houses] as a ca 
least there was something to eat. My mother also I~ 

h ' I e~v S father, mot er s one struggl~ to feed and keep three c II 
fight.. Her heal!h also deteriorated. I simply could no co In 
starving. I deCided to find work and keep my sister and b 

h · f ' ro been t e main source 0 Income for the family. All members 0 
business. 

small kiosk where she also lives with her 13 year-old daughter. She ells a SI 

sex work by parental poverty. 

I was born in Jimma to a very poor family. My father had no wor a all. 0 
work as a farm hand for rich people. My mother worked as a domes IC a 
We were miserable. I was the oldest child in the house. I had two Sibil S 
that we did not have anything at all to eat. I came to Addis Ababa m G 
promised to send me to school. However, things did not work out. Nor coul I 0 

in wh ich my parents and siblings lived. So I took up employment as adorn S IC 0 
salary of 10 birr. Since I eat and lived where I worked it was possible or 0 

money and send it off to my folks every two or three months. Alas, af er a II I coo 
the pain and suffering in the house of my employers. I went oH to ada/at hou 
another job. I ended up in this area where I started work as an a afa . Un 0 
pregnant soon after. The father of my daughter went oH to the war fron a 
ended up having to take care of my self and my daughter by myself. As a resul I 
the support to my parents. It has been 13 years now since I lost contact i h m. 
if they are dead or alive. Currently I am completely devoted to my daug er. S 
family I have. I am working to provide for her and to keep her in school. 

Yeshi is a migrant to Addis Ababa. She has been in sex work for the last four 

very highly committed to her family back in Raya, Wollo. 

I come from Raya Almata. I came into this kind of life due to the poverty a m ami 
had 10 children of whom 3 had died and 7 of us have survived. When I firs ca 
employment as a domestic for 20 birr a month around the F.rench Legation I 
stay in it for more than two months. Then I became a babY-Sitter for a s~ la 0 30 
Then I shifted to another household for a Slightly better salary of 25 birr. II 0 

dutifully sent to my folks. Every time someone has come t~ Addis from 
seek them out and send money to my folks. For quite sometime I as no a 
mUch as a pair of slippers. I shifted from place to place in domestic 0 a r 
75 birr working as a cleaner in a restaurant. Still I was never able to I p 0 

was sending money to my folks. Eventually it was a woman who ad 
restaurant who encouraged me to go to the da/a/a house to look for a be er JOb 
Dora Manaqia with an old woman for whom I worked as an aka fay. I 00 u 
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thought I might be able to support my fOlks rela 
the sake of my folks . I am still in it for them I e as 
poverty. Still my dream .is to see them live' be :r.e I 
greater than HIV, a sacrifice that might even resul in 
bring better days for my folks 

Fantu H is 22. She is the oldest of five children orphaned by e 

and brought up in the slum neighborhood of Cherqos, in Addis 

into asphalt work: 
ba 

I came o~t into the asphalt about 7 years ago because both 0 OUf r 
oldest child. I have two brothers and two sisters. I have to do so 
two boys do S~o~-Sh!nnin~ work after school; but the two girls can' 
tried to vend jebillo (I.e. cigarettes, soft paper, gums, etc), but i 
keep my brothers and sisters in school. 

In all the four examples above, the motive is to preserve or main aln 

deeply valued by SOCiety as a whole. In all the cases above, the women Inte r N 

acts of sacrifice (not of adventure), acts of sacrifice that are expected of a dau 

From their respective points of view, what they were doing to save their paren s, 

children from staNation, humiliation or possible death is deeply moral; it is so e I 

proud of rather than ashamed of. By the same token, the most painful condl ion a be In 0 

does this kind of work is to fail to provide even minimal support for people to whom s 

up this theme in the following section. 

The morality behind the actions of the women in the above four cases (as 

comes out even more strongly when one considers the fact that there is no rna enal 

any other kind of reward that comes to the women from what they do. In other 

transaction in which someone does something in the hope of getting something In re u 

in which a sacrifice of the most serious kind is consciously accepted for the rede 

remark that she is prepared to accept a sacrifice "even greater than HIV, a sac Ice 

my immediate death as long as I can help bring better days for my fol s is bo 

his Context. 
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It is one thing to sacrifice oneself for 
e sa e o 

dilemmas thereof individually; it is quite another ma 
er, ~, 

is made would appreciate it and accept the social cos s ( 0 

have talked have faced th is serious dilemma. The stra tegy 

dilemma is hiding information from the benefiCiaries tnemse es a 

alternatively, telling them that they were doing something else. T oo 

above, as well as several others who tell similar stories, have adop ed IS 

father and mother, who came to visit at different times that she wor In a 

sex work in a tiny house in which she lives with her daughter, struggl S 0 

she makes a living by washing clothes for other people and by ve I po a 

telling her that the men who sleep in their house at night are renting beds or 

In many cases, this misrepresentation might help and the burden can 

the re is some physical distance between the woman and her folks. It is us 

(like Yeshi, above) rather than for those who are indigenous to the city or 0 

members in the same house (like Almaz). However, sometimes these mlsre es n 

and many difficult and embarrassing moments occur. This is what Yeshl sa s 

during her mother's visit to Addis. 

It was very difficult. I had to devise a strategy to have my mother spend 
else rather than in my house. It was impossible for me to close shop a Sl I 

the duration of her visit. That would mean no income for the whole Ime a Iso 
to my mother when she leaves. What I did was tell my mother a I ' or ed 
pastry shop and that there is a roommate of mine who comes and sleeps 0 

house at night. I begged a woman who is my neighbor to let my mo e 
house. The woman was generous, and allowed me to do so .. . My mo e , ,\ 
to go, insisting that she can sleep with my roommate on the bed. I had 0 ,scour 
her that my roommate disliked sharing a bed with anyone. Flnall , m mo r 
neighbor's house. Unfortunately, my mother discovers that this nelg bo 0 

found it impossible to stay in the house. The woman also wore ea 
mother had some kind of allergic reaction. Imagine the e~barra~men 0 m 
house of my neighbor and coming to my house late at ~ Ight while I as s 
That is exactly what happened. Fortunately, some neighborhood I S 

mother's coming. I had barely enough time to chase the man ou 0 e 
girl next door come and lie down on my bed so that my mot e roul 
roommate. Finally we pretended as if my "roommate" was leavi g e 
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the remainder of the time that my mother was in 0 I 
akafay. She slept on my bed. I was really very h rt ' 
was going th rough all of this, did not appreciate ~ a a 
me. I cried a lot alone about this. y co 

Almaz , who has an even harder time trying to live 

quarters in which she combines sex work with bed-renting, talks a Ie 

he embarrassments of such a life. 

a 3 

My nights are sleepless nights. I try to keep what is gOing on rom m 
stand at the d?or after I have put her to sleep. Sometimes hgh s b ea 00 " 
my daughter IS woken up. I try to tell her that the fights happen beta s 
refusing to pay for the bed. But the men shout out the word shermu a a 
the fights were about payment for sex. There are also times when so ' 
sleeps in the house before I have found a client for the night. W en IS 
choice but to give up going out to solicit because I fear for the sa e 0 m 
was th is time when I took a risk and went out briefly. When I re urned, I OU 

rape my daughter. From that time on I stopped going out to sollei I e 
house. You see, I cannot allow my fate to be the fate of my daughter also. 

Under these kinds of conditions it is difficult to believe that the people hose 

are trying to protect through these acts of misrepresentation do not know or sense 

nol be wide off the mark to assume that a "conspiracy of silence" surrounds e SI 

which the woman does not tell and the beneficiaries don't ask. In short, a situa Ion nO\I[IInn" 

parties understand each other without talking. This is what partly explains why a e 

women said that their folks knew what they did, but did not acknowledge it openly 0 0 ICla 

The other strategy, equally common, is to let the beneficiaries know wha 

to put some food on the table. A strikingly significant number of women said tha 

sex with the open knowledge of their family and kin. In this scenario, the two pa les ml 

keeping "the secret" from others. This might include making arrangements abou hous! 

work that would save the family some of the embarrassments. Fantu H, t e '10 an ',ho 

10 keep her sisters and brothers in school, has chosen this strategy. 

I do not live with my brothers and sisters. I live with four other ~o , en good S 

me. I do this partly for the well-being of my siblings. You know It '~ nO
I 

is 00 

home in bad shape, drunk or drugged. I try to protect them from pain. 
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image in the neighborhood. As it is Our neig bo 
C . h rs age. omlng ome at 4 or 5 in the morning is no gol 

Many times, however, such arrangements mig no 

lack of sufficient resources, leading to an open engagemen In se 

family. Indeed, in many cases, the work might be done inside e r S 

uncommon for the woman to be both the household head as ell as 

happens sex work is combined with domestic responsibilities at hom , mel 

the young. 

Despite the differences that these various mechanisms of s nc 

conditions create among the women, there is considerable evidence tha 

old ties th rough such acts of sacrifice share similarities in terms of their amll bac 

and ci rcumstances of their entry into commercial sex. Many, like Yeshi , Alma , a 

stable families where there was good care and love; they did not have a bac grou 

growing up in families where there was disharmony and conflict. Women II e IS 

entry into commercial sex either in terms of economic difficulties encountered by 

terms of crises created by the death of one or both of the parents. Almaz en ered 

the impoverishment of her parents. For Fantu H, the story is different. She ended up 

her parents died one after another and she found herself in charge of five people 

In the great majority of cases, however, the social ties for which these IndS 0 

are ties with one's offspring. There is more than sufficient evidence that sex 

children and that many, in fact, take up sex work specifically for that purpose. 

Workers could have children both before and after entry in to the work. For thaI reason, I 

determine whether commercial sex follows or precedes parentage. Prior 10 I e reee 

Condoms for health reasons, the greatest source of insecurity for sex workers, pa Icul 

Or no knowledge of birth control, was pregnancy. As it often happens, a child bo In 

is unlikely to have its paternity known or acknowledged. In my sample of 23 
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hey became sex workers, 8 (34.7%) reported that t ey I no 

(60.8%) said that they knew the fathers but that the la er au 

many of my informants, children could also be prOduced dun 

either due to marriage or due to an extended period of intimacy 

or return to sex work after abandoning it for long or short periods 0 I 

expenses. However, a good many women are also mothers prior 0 el enn;lMfllW\t\1 

at all . In any case, the raiSing of children would always entail economic b r 

of where the children stay, while in many cases it forces the women 0 reo' 

former husband/boyfriends or even former in-laws for one or another J 0 5 

difficulty of raising children while practicing commercial sex makes children 

between the women and a variety of other people. 

Although the key relationship of dependence into which sex wor ers IS 

and their children, it should be stated, however, that we see women who prac IC 

striving to maintain or reinforce social ties with parents, siblings, relatives and ne 5 

proceeds from sex work go in varying proportions to finance the maintenance or rein 0 C 

Of course, the one that sounds least compelling of these ties is the one among ne S 

very striking stories of personal sacrifice by sex workers to advance a friend, or 0 5 

times of severe adversity. Tigist, one of my informants, states that her friend as, 10 er 

sister to her: 

I loved my friend so much that you can say that' lived for her. I was regularl I 

rarely stayed away from her for more than a few hours. There are a nu r 0 

bought clothing, shoes or other materials for her even though I stood In need 0 

even went beyond my friend to support her family with the money that I ma 5 I 

All of th is was out of loyalty to our long-standing friendship. 

It is tempting to say that this or that category of sex workers is more 0 I 

social ties on a sustained basis. However, from the evidence that I a e, I 15 I 

statements about this. Of course, the figures quoted in chapter 4 sho a a 
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ho are native to Addis Ababa (those who tend to predo 

and constitute the mobile element in the other categories also), 

those in the other categories (like the various types of a a ya 

parental families does not necessarily indicate that social les a e I 

necessarily strong. All we can say on the basis of these figures IS 

mobile and transient types of sex work have a greater degree 0 I e 

other close kin. We can also say that their social ties tend to escape 

those of the settled or conservative groups because many could func 0 I 

fully-fledged sex workers. 

5.2. Putting Social Ties On Hold: The Dilemmas and Strategies of Avoidance 

Sex work, as I stated at the beginning of this chapter, is universall ra 

demeaning work. Every one of the women that I talked to in the in-depth In a 

was not a single woman who intimated to me that she went into the business becau5 5 

or because she enjoyed it. All the women that I interviewed were unanimous on 15 so 

it very disturbing that some authors have made statements about "prostitution" being c I ur ' 

Ethiopia or about some prostitutes being nymphomaniacs (Laketch, 1978; Reminlc ,2(03) 

Every one of the women that I interviewed also said that she has suHered, or IS 5 

the stigma associated with sex work. This protest is unanimous, and is made b 

acceptance of the fact that sex work is shameful. For them, the most impo an pol 0 

society looks only at the fact of their involvement in sex work withou 

compelling reasons that drive them into it. 

There are always people in the lives of sex workers whom the latter assocI 

against sex work and thus avoid dealing with. In many cases, these are close 

people who are related to them by blood and share identity with them as 

However, they cou ld also be non-relatives who might have grown up 
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Sex workers chose the strategy of avoidance with these ca 

compelling reasons for sustaining direct or regular contact; i IS, """"'n/ft DO:!i.'iWlI 

at a distance. In part, however, it is because a wide circle 0 ra 

unmanageable or too broad to convince or to share secrets . 

Ironically, however, the circle might sometimes include 

even including the very people who depend partly or fu lly on e I 

happens, the frustration on the part of the women is high because a 01 I 

possible, and difficult moments, of the kind that I described above, mig occu 

do, indeed, avoid all of their folks, family as well as kin, friends as well as ac 

totally from the social circle within which they had lived prior to taking up com 

The explanations for these withdrawals are varied. For some Ii e Fan u G I 

rustic or rural people (CJt'\1C':r) who are not knowledgeable about urban condllo s 

told what is going on. For others, like Marta, these are parents or relall es 

(rll'l f.1(Ft~ OJ·) and thus who cannot understand the reasoning of the women for bel g I 

An interesting dimension of avoidance as a social condition is its rela IonS IP 

status or material condition of the women. Many of the women say that avoiding 

becomes their only option in part because they have little to show for their enga e In 

degrading work. In other words, not only are they living in shame but are also e 

would have been easier to negotiate a degree of acceptability with one's kin if sex 0 

rewarding or if the women could achieve a degree of material prosperity that can 

with others. The poorer the women become, the further the gap between them a 

becomes. 

Sometimes contacts are lost and communication broken not because 0 e 

but because the woman has become increasingly unable to make ends mee and 

respond to the consequences of maintaining the contact. Here is what Fan u G, a se 
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In the trade for over twenty years, and who declares a s e 

I can 't say I have kin here except Medhanealem [i e Sa 
' h ' . lor 0 you , I don t ave anyone except Him. My folks well I do ' 

is because! don't have anything at hand. I ha~e neither a ~ ~ 
can entertain my guests. I have nothing to eat myself' I I 
What will I do if my r~l~tiv~s come to me and say this 0; a ~ on 
so, that I should go VISit him? What will I do if they come and sa 0 

occasion In the house of so and so? What willi take along for e CO 

whatsoever. What will I give them by way of transportation are I 

Nothing. So, my friend, that is why I hide my whereabouts from e erybod 
hand, nobody could have competed with me for the number of rela J es 

The story of Almaz, the woman who now says that she has nobod 0 ca 

different from that of Fantu. However, it does illustrate an extreme case 0 ISO a 

maintain contact for purely material reasons. When she first came from Jlmma, sa s 

I was so determined to help my parents. As I said to you, I sent every san/1m I 
Then I got pregnant and became a mother myself. It is hard enoug 0 alse a c 
situation. There is nobody to support or help me. I have no idea whether m r nts r 

dead. I am completely cut off. My daughter keeps asking me about them. S sa 
only the two of us exist without any relatives. She worries what will happen 0 r I I 
keeps begging me to take her to Jimma to meet my folks. But I can' a ord 0 do 
even afford the transport money. 

Unlike Almaz, for most women the isolation from one's folks is no belle eel 0 

condition is not taken to be permanent. Relationships are put on hold because 0 cur 

only. They are renewable when and if conditions permit. These conditions could a e 

well -being within sex work or of exiting sex work and engaging in gainful emplo 

timetable is often left to God, the most frequent expression being ."j).:.f''' :" :J" 

was, however, always struck by the confidence with which the women e pressed 

reconnecting with their folks as soon as they either left sex work or got prosperous 

says that she left home h '} f. '1''1 (casually) says that all it takes for her to ha e er 

Ababa to see her is "addressing a letter to my father and having it dropped by 

. t t' would hand it over to I • I IS so well-known that any police officer by the bus s a Ion 
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happen". Yeshi S tells a story about how she bravely JOI ed a 

Ababa and how she managed to keep a good relationship 

residence or tell ing them what she did to make a living. "W en I 

mahbel" , she says, "I called upon the help of a friend who has a ec 

What is interesting is that even those women whose en I 0 

their fam ily, kin and relatives and have thus been forced into isolatlo In(QCCOI1 

,e 
easily make up wi th them and rejoin their fOlks if it becomes necessary. 

simply ask for forgiveness and get back, the frequent expressIon 

:)'Cc/; :" 1f1t'1U·:: "(There is no problem at all; I can make peace with e easl 

left home because she was tired of her mother's nagging has returned to er mo 

leave home again and return to sex work. Her latest return was caused by her pr 

Family or relatives who are avoided by sex workers are also kept in mInd b 

option of last resort, that is, as a social world they would rejoin if things 9 

impossible. I was told several times by the women that their friends who had rece I 

their relatives when their conditions got hopeless; there, having made up with 

peace. 

It is this firm belief in the temporary nature of separation from one's fami! ,rei 

explains the strategies the women use to hide their identity. The most frequen I 

changing of names. Many women expressed to me their belief that women in se 

names to people. In fact, out of my sample of 100 women, 34 told me openl 

identity at work and the most frequent way of changing identity is changing a na 

(56%) said that the reason for this is to hide what they did from family and in. I IS 

appears to me, that many of the women that I interviewed did not insist that I Ide 

tell their stories in my work. The other equally common strategy of idenll aJ e a 100 

venue of work from residence and the frequent shifting of both venues. 
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The temporary sUspension of social ties and other 0 

that it is difficult to associate certain categories of sex wOrkers 

is, however, reasonable to conclude that migrant women who e 

akafay and as independent operators), tend to have an easier time p I 

isolation than women who were born and brought up in Addis Ababa Of COo 

of the city offers some protection, but is not enough to remove the ris 

they knew from their neighborhood. 

5.3. Building Social ties and Networks: The Dilemmas and Strategies ot Socialization 

To be in a social limbo in relation to certain categories of people does no , 0 COo , 

sex worker in Addis Ababa is a lone figure with little or no engagement with socie 

happens to be one of the most socially demanding of occupations. It is socially de a I 

it involves physical "intimacy" with the men to whom sexual service is provided bu also beca 

insecurity for which social support systems of all kinds are necessary. Equally impoan I , 

that sex workers have to get out of this work is to be socially active and engaged. 0 

leave this kind of life behind can afford narrowing down her social networks. To do so, In 

closing the door of advancement on her-self. 

In this section, I will first provide some detail on these and other considera 10 S 

social engagement of Addis Ababa's sex workers both at work and after work, and au Ii 

that guide their actions. Then, I will address the strategies that they employ to bUll 

networks. Finally, I will show what kinds of social networks tend to be built by the ana s ca 

workers and the strategies that tend to predominate in each case. 

As I have pointed out several times above, for many of my informants se 

ind of Work involving insecurities and risks of all kind; however, it is also wo a b 

Contact with a wide range of people on a daily basis. There are three ca ego s 0' 
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Particularly noteworthy for this daily contact with sex 
wor ers: e 

sex workers who work and/or live with them, and neighbors w I 

whom service is given bring to the women both risks and opportuni es 

be competitive or cooperative with each other. Sex WOrkers can be dct(!Ote<l 

neighbors or marginalized and ostracized by them. The positive or n a 

insignificant or very serious, depending on the type and condition of sex 

the place and conditions of their residence, and on their individual social s lis 

Men who come as clients present sex workers with a daily comblna 100 0 

Men cou ld be mean, brutish and very abusing. Every woman to whom I al ed s mo 

abuse that she suffered in the hands of men. From the mean-spirited ex 01 e s • 

payments after their sexual desires have been gratified to the sexual predators 

physical agony and psychological terror, from the Casanova types who turn in 0 par Sl 

themselves with the women, to pilferers and thieves who come to rob them, men co 

represent varying degrees of adversity to the women. However, men who co 

services could also be generous, kind, civil and caring individuals. Every woman a I 

more than one story of generosity, kindness, civility and care involving men woad come 0 

clients. From those who pay generously to those who provide psychological councrl. om 

encourage them to seek alternative employment to those who actually set them u 

economic activity, men come in different forms and represent different degrees 0 

workers. One of the points on which my sample of 100 women were almost unanimous ( 

who come as clients vary immensely among themselves, so that it is difficult to sa 

general. 

The existence of both of these categories of men elicits different 

. I' 'th ot er women, reactions that manifest themselves in the ways they sOCia Ize WI 

themselves. In antiCipation of the men who might abuse or mistreat them, t e 

friendship with people who they hope will protect them or come to their help w e 
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hotel guards, police officers, fellow sex workers next door 0 

common forms of reference to these kinds of people ' 11 
IS '~u:r"'I . .r.r.tl-l\ \ 

rescue when I scream for help), The insecurities of having to deaJ 

daily basis thus generate among sex workers compulsive I 
socia Iza 100 0 

categories of sex work (like, for instance, asphalt work) these insecu I 5 

the building of defensive relationships almost a formal requiremen, I 0 

(particularly those that combine venues of work and residence) these insecu I 

and do not need formal arrangements for protection, 

Another type of social interaction generated by insecurities that are e 

men is interaction among the women themselves, This takes the fonm of exchan eo 

bad guys", I was told by the women whom I interviewed that they routinely ell e c 0 

happenings of each night that they passed with men; that they make it a point, pa Ie lar • 0 

women about abusive men, 96% of the women in my sample said that they do 50 

mistreated you tonight is not likely to come back to you again", says Zerte, • he Is II el 

woman who does not know him; it is therefore important to forewam each 0 er a 

people," It is interesting that this circulation of information is not limited to circles 0 r 

among the women, "I will warn as many women in the bar against bad men so t a e 

the agonies that I have gone through", says Alemtsehay, a sex worker who opera es 

does not have to be my friend to be told about an abuser; if I keep this kind of info 

it only with one or two friends, then tomorrow it will be my turn to be caught unaware", 

Men who show positive dispositions towards sex workers are trea ed 

Positively, This positive reaction to "good" men takes various fomns and passes ro 

depending on the length of time for which the relationship is sustained, A canng 

gently and visits her fairly regularly would become a f. '}O:;: (denbegna: cus 

qualifying as such will be higher if he is not involved with other women kno 

V's't ' , h' 'th a denbegna does no I I s, and If he pays generously, A relations Ip WI 
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attachment with him; nor is the relationship with a denbegna 

recognized by them as exclusive: other women for ',nst 
' ance, co I 

makes an overture toward them, although this rarely happens amo 

are close to each other. 

When a relationship between a woman and her denbegna rna u S 

o' ,P'.~: (wedaj intimate person). This stage invOlves both emotional a ac 

of the relationship. It also becomes exclusive in relation to other women, so 

or personal attack to the woman if another woman sleeps with the man. I IS no , 

exclusive of other men, so that the woman would continue to sleep with 0 her men I 

cases, however, a wedajinet might involve an arrangement in which the wo an su 

involvement with other men or temporarily withdraws from sex work altogether for a 

was told that this is a fairly common phenomenon these days, particularly with wo e 

term relationships wi th foreigners who come and go from Addis Ababa. The wo en 

active sex work du ring the presence of their customers and return to the active mode on 

any case, what is distinctive about wedajis that the man would not be overloo ed in a 0 0 0 

if these other men offered more money or made attractive promises to the woman. 

When a relationship between a sex worker and her wedaj matures further the Ie e 

into If:·l,t. ;;: (fiqrena: lover). A fiqrena is a person who is recognized as a person emo 100 

the woman to the point of not being any longer regarded as relating to her commercial! . 

woman would be exclusive of both men and women to the extent that his presence 

woman totally unavailable for other men. A relationship with a fiqregna migh also In 

resources from the woman to the man and vice-versa apparently without an accoun I 0 

also involve an arrangement in which the fiqregna resides with the woman and runs 

In fact, the term llA (bat: husband) is sometimes interchangeably used 

regularity of the relationship and the degree of intimacy involved. Typically, a s 0 0 

workers will have several tortuous chapters, characterized by fights due to lealo s I 0 
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burden of household on the part of the men. They w Id 
ou e eo e 

some relationships do eventually graduate into sUccessful ;.111;. (g 

exit for the women from sex work. 

From my interviews with many women I have learnt that e 

were, or still are, involved in a denbegna relationship with several men; n 

have, men whom they would describe as wedaj. Interestingly, a very sig I lea 

said that they had been in a fiqregna relationship with men at one point in el I 

women accounted for 41 % of respondents. 12% of the women in my en I 

relationship with a fiqregna led to the establishment of household with hem. In 

respondents, the household was run while the woman continued in commerCial se 

they withdrew from it. 

It is interesting to note that the risks as well as the opportunities that are in 0 ed I 

of sex worke rs with men are combined differently among the various categories of sex 

that the types of sex work that involve the highest risks (asphalt, hotel and nightclub 0 

that provide the best opportunities. From the stories I collected in the interviews I a 

payments for sexual services as well as the fastest and the most reassu ring exits from se 

by women who have met foreigners (referred to by the women as II.;J - zega: [orel nl ell 

clubs or in the streets. Some of these stories have happy endings in whic 

themselves try to help others liberate themselves. In the relatively less risky unde a I s 

alga or buna-bet sex work, etc. the progression from a denbegna relationship to ga 

long and often unsuccessful. 

Another category of people with whom each sex worker has to live by balancl 

Contradictory elements of competition and cooperation is other sex workers. Se 

b' . . ho is successful ada USlness In which there are no guarantees that a woman w 

tomorrow also. Due to continuously declining market caused by the HIV p eno 

among the women tends to be rough and merciless. In my sample of 100 
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vicious competition among the women and a significant 60% said 

customers. In fact, 65% said that taking each other's t . 
cus omers IS no 1~lJalOOO 

negative. 

The above statistics about competition are significant. Su e e mo 

about solidarity or mutual support among the women. A relatively 

disagreements among them are minor and short. An even higher percentage ( 5 

that principle of protecting each other against danger. As cited above, 960' sal 

each other about dangerous or "bad" men. An equally revealing figure of 9300 sa 

said that they share what they get with women who did not get clients. What t ese s 

any doubt, is that paradoxically both competition and cooperation are getting in ense s 

sex market decline and as the business gets more and more dangerous. 

The relationships of mutual cooperation generated by sex work take vano s 0 

themselves with various levels of intenSity among the different types of sex work. Mu ual su 

of economic nature focus on the sharing of clothes, shoes, cosmetics, food, beverages a S I 

circulation of these resources sometimes leads to the formation of friendships or small 

women who work together. They might also lead to the organization of shared house 

women take up residence together. The relationships are sometimes institutionalized in e or 0 

(association) and iqub (credit unions). The mahber could be a coffee mahber in W Ie 

turns to make coffee and invite members, or a tsiwa mahber in which they take urns a p' 

feasts in honor of a saint and invite the women to it. But the most common form is uns rue u 

resources in which the woman who has made some money or has purchased some diS 

becomes the dispenser and the others become receivers. A woman who has made 

to attract attention the following day and likely to become the center of socialization 

arOund breakfast or lunch or around the consumption of coffee, chat or drinks. A e , 

were enough for me to see that a culture of sharing and of communalism is fl 
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sex workers of Addis Ababa. It is also obvious that 'It "5 
generated by e 

surround the work that they do. 

Although this culture of communalism is often not st t 
ruc ured, ee lS a 

gives it the form of a transaction, by which I mean an excha . 
nge In w Ie 

anticipation of fu ture material retransfer. Even if the resources flow In 0 e 

appear to benefit at the expense of others, there is a deeply seated belief a a 51 

tomorrow in which anyone of them might have to draw upon her social capl aJ Sa " 

informants (Tirusew) aptly put it, is a kind of work that has no other form of Social 5ecu 

words, :runOJ' :r O? .eO fl· 7i (not life-sustaining if [one falls on bad times likej illness) 

However, this culture of sharing and communalism is not equally establis ed 0 

among the va rious categories of sex workers. There is a greater circulation of goods a 

workers who work and live together than among those who work independently ou 0 

asphalt women are therefore more communalistic than, say, the bale-alga or the buna.bet 

The broadest social circle in the context of which sex workers of Addis Ababa co 

wi th wider society is made of their neighbors. From interaction with neighbors, se 

establish channels through which they could have access to social or material resources 

provided to them by individuals (be they family, kin, fellow sex workers or Clients). The SOCI 

that the women stand in need of might include protection against violence, support a I 

burial when death occurs. The material resources that they might obtain by dra ng on 

might include money and/or household goods of various kinds. Just as networking 

individuals is prompted by the desire to overcome the limitations imposed by the wo 

so also is networking with a community of neighbors prompted by the desire to ensure 

security, 

Sex workers relate to their neighbors both formally and informally, that is, bo 

hoc manner and institutionally through membership in social organizations. T e 

individual interactions with neighbors take the form of social activities like visiting 
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or calling upon a bereaved neighbor; they include atte d' 
n Ing weddings 0 ca 

announced some happy occasion, The formal interactions take the 0 0 

organizations like idir (a funerary association) and Iqub (a sort of credl 

various forms, Idirs range from the gender-specific dinner 'd' th 
I Irs at help asse 

of the bereaved member for several nights to neighborhood,w'd 
I e assocla IOns ca 

organize funerals and make financial contributions to the bereaved L'k ' 
, I eWlse, Iqu 

pools in which a few friends contribute and collect money in turns to large pools I 

with a variety of other people, 

The statistics on the idir and iqub membership of sex workers in my sa pe l 

both institutions are made use of by the women, a much larger number of them pre er e 

Out of my sample of 100 women only 19 said that they are members of idir whereas a Sl 

that they are engaged in iqub with their neighbors on a regular basis, Interestingly 0 er 

who have idir said that they were admitted by their neighbors with full knowledge of t elr wo 

business, 

There is, however, a marked difference among the different categories of se IS ' ....... m;,.., 

membership in these neighborhood organizations, The sex workers who tend to lOin In 

those who had a track record of long residence in the neighborhoods or those who head a 

my sample the largest number of sex workers who said that they are members of idlr came rom 

categories that operate from the neighborhoods and which have relatively permanent en 

alga (37%), the fixed-rate akafay (37%) and the metet-betworkers (21%), Only 5°~of e 

out of buna·bet said that they have idir, Not surprisingly, none of my informants w 0 

out of the big hotels or nightclubs said that they have membership in neighborhood If'S 

surprisingly, none of the women who work as equal-share akafaysaid that they have Ir 

f d b obile both in terms of o sex workers, as I have pOinted out above, ten to e m 

residence, Even more interesting data comes when we look at the nature of 

are members, We see that only the bale-alga, the category of sex workers 
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Permanence in the neighborhoods have jOined in with 
non-sex wo ers I 

women who work as fixed-rate aka fay are members are ex I . I 
c USlve y made 

'S 

who regularly joined iqubs belong the three categories that are relatively se Jed, 

the fixed-rate akafay. Together, the two categories constitute 58.4% of ose 

remainder was made up of asphalt workers (11%), hotels/nightclub workers (9.4°
0

) , 

(5.6%) and metet-bet workers (1 .8%). These distributions to some exten re I 

associated with each category of sex workers that I have mentioned earlier in IS C 

previous two chapters. The asphalt women in particular, but also the transient and mo e e 

other categories, tend to spend money in their communalist living rather than save mo e 

the predominant majority of iqubs in which sex workers are members were based on res I nee 

gender, occupation or friendship. The distribution for my sample was 45% based on resldene • 

on gender and 12 % based on friendship. None were based on occupation. 

The differences between the figures for idir and iqub membership of sex wo 

important points. One is that, as long-term community institutions, idirs require more perma 

of the women than the iqubs. Secondly, and equally importantly, idir membership is open b a 

women who are heads of households not just to anyone known to be resident in the net 

noteworthy in this connection, that the fixed rate akafay, who are relatively permanent in e 

but who are not heads of the households in which they live and work are organized in separa e 

own rather than wi th the community as a whole. 

For the sex workers of Addis Ababa, interaction with neighbors (both formally and In 0 

mean interacting with other sex workers or with non-sex-workers, or with both at the sa 

. ork is not confined to Specl IC range of forms of interaction is made possible because sex w 

. . 'd t' I homes with estabhs city and is practiced in mixed settlements that combine resl en la 
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work. Even in those localities that are known to house th I 
e argest nu 

find residents who have nothing to do with sex work. 

Yet, the form that the interaction between sex rk 
wo ers a 

considerably depending on the proportion in which establishme t I 
nsreaed ose' II 

residential homes. In those neighborhoods where sex work is widely prac 'ced, e 

sex worker and other people in the neighborhood tends to be smooth and I 
a 

communities where sex workers are few and far between the tendency is for them 0 be 

on a broad range of issues. 

My informants who live in neighborhoods predominantly made up of sex wo 

very happy about their relationship with their neighbors but are very categorical abou 

relationships with their neighbors for their life. Almaz, who lives in the famous sex-wo 

Katanga says the fo llowing: 

I have said to you that I don't have any relatives. Alii have in this world is my daug 
neighbors. To tell you the truth, my neighbors are everything for me. They are eo a 
that I have if something happens to me; they visit me when I fall ill; they lend me mone 
hard pressed for money; they come to my help if I am confronted by an intruder; and, I a 
even though I do not have an idir because I can't afford to pay, they would give e a 
burial when I die. 

In contrast to Almaz, Fantu G. lives in a house located in a compound that houses families 

very happy about her work and is engage in a continuous altercation with them about their secu 

being. She laments her situation thus: 

Now, look at me here! I am in a difficult position due to the location of my house. " au el 
ba/e-tidar [a married woman] nor really a shermuta (sex worker). While the laner IS s 
be what I do for a living, I am unable to make ~he most of it due to t~e war ' It 
neighborhood. My neighbors would close the outside gate as early as ~ 0 cloc drun e 
they would not let me stand at the gate because, according to them, , Will ~nract ed 
or other undesirable types to the compound. Honestly, I live here like a pnsoner, a 
neighbors and hating everybody. 

The form and content of social relationship between sex workers and their nel bors 

. . h men Certain types 0 se responSive to the type of sex work that is practiced by t e wo . 

145 



permit or encourage positive relationships with neighbors h'l 
w I e other types ' '''''''uu, .. ,oo 

Those types of sex work carried out from residences (I 'k 
I e be-alga) a e 

neighborhoods made predominantly of current or former sex workers, 
s s ' 

integration of the women (like Almaz quoted above) into their 'Immed' t 
la e surrou 

types of sex work that are carried out from venues other than one's residence e 

involvement of the sex worker with the community around their residence, This IS 

women who are engaged in types of sex work like asphalt, buna-bet, nightclub, e c 

the streets, describes her relationship with neighbors as very difficult: 

We [she and her siblings] don't have a healthy relationship with our neighbors 
with them becaus~ I ,know t~at they !alk behind my back about my working in IS 

young age. I don t like theIr gOSSIPing. I therefore discourage my sisters fro In e c 
them, Even if we are in dire economic need, we prefer to shut our doors and su er al 

A complicated situation arises in those anomalous cases where women (like Fan u G 

practice sex work at home, are surrounded by neighbors who have little to do with it or ac a 

of it. This kind of situation makes for a very unstable and rancorous relationship betwee 

neighbors. 

I th ink it is fair to conclude from the foregoing that sex work in Addis Ababa sustains, a 

sustained by, a variety of social relationships that the women cultivate as part of their dail encoo 

people they meet both at work and where they live. These social relationships are cull 

reasons: to make up for the social ties and interactions that had been disrupted because 0 e 

sex work and to try and find an exit door out of sex work. In other words, they are cull a ed bo 0 

life in commercial sex bearable and to find a way out of this life. Because women 

commercial sex are, by definition, women who live in the most serious forms of econo 

f h ' t" thei r energy or matter of daily struggle for them to determine just how much 0 t elf Ime, 

be devoted to this kind of social existence and how much of it should go into sus al 

dependents materially. Many women who spend money and time on building swal 

b . . t h'ch kinds of social in es ecause It IS not possible to determine before hand as 0 w I 
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exit out of this line of work and which kinds would br' d ' , 
'ng a dltlonal burdens 00 

assume that these networks have helped many women t 
o eventually get au a se '1/ 

interviews with currently practiCing women confirms that th h 
ey ave enabled 

temporarily, 47% of the women in my sample say that they had 't 
qUI sex work a one 

to it later, For most of these women the exits were made Possible through people 

contact while working as sex workers. Even if the exits do not come that freq en I • 

doubt that the network of friends, lovers and neighbors that the women build around e 

life in sex work bearable. 

5.4. Conclusion 

In this chapter I have presented evidence to show that for the sex wo ers a 

engaging in commercial sex does not constitute withdrawal from society in any compre e 

s 

have shown that. on the contrary, what it meant was that the women make a shift of focus a a CM~I~ 

strategy to continue to live socially. I have argued that this shift of focus and strategy was necessa 

because sex work is never taken up at will or accepted as a permanent undertaking b 

engage in it and in part because of the fact of poverty, which virtually all the women in co 

By presenting the words of the women themselves, I have shown that life as a sex war er In A 

lived everyday by balancing one kind of morality (like the morality of materially helping ami 

relatives under stress) against another kind of morality (sexual morality), and by balanci 

economic advers ity with hope. 

The struggle between morality and reality produces three distinct forms of relallons I 

sex Workers and people around them. In the first form, we see the women struggling to 

with family and kin. In the second, we see them trying to protect existing ties from disin eg a I 

Contact with family and kin who are believed to have reasons of their own not to acee 

, b 'Id' a netwo ,nvolvement in commercial sex. In the third form we see the women UI Ing 

both to reduce the pain and agony of life as sex workers and to find ways of getting au a 
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These are not mutually exclusive options, neceSsarily. All wo e 

commercial sex try to combine them as much as Possible. Some combine 

others are compelled by circumstances to focus on one or another. The va a s 

degrees of success are the variables that I have used for the classiflca 10 0 

socioeconomic background, manners of entry into sex work, place and condllons 

conditions of residence and the relationship of dependence that the women had go en I 

after becoming sex workers. 
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Summary and Conclusions 

In this thesis I have tried to do three things in relat' t . 
Ion 0 commercial se 

First, I have tried to look critically at the existing literature and at the eo e 

frameworks informing this literature. Second, I have identified variables ha 

breakdown the sex worker population of Addis Ababa into diffe rent ca ego 

characteristics of each of the categories. Finally, I have tried to show the social co'. ",."""., •• :>." 

women, of engagement in sex work by taking into account the variables I have used 0 

Existing literature on sex work in Ethiopia shares a number of characteris ICS 

the same topic elsewhere in Africa as well as outside of the Continent. Among 

characteristics is the portrayal of sex workers either as social misfits who pollute socie 0 as 

are manhandled by patriarchy. A review of this scholarship has led me to conclude tha e 

into two broad categories on the basis of which of these two portrayals of women the 

One of them, to which I refer as male-centered, portrays sex workers as socially dep ed 

represent moral affront to society. The other, to which I refer as female-centered, portrays 

who are paying for the crimes of a male-biased social order by taking their bodies to e 

called attention to the fact that both of these portrayals were developed in the context of Wes e n Eu 

experiences and that they reflected ethnographic bias and ideological polarity among Europea 

social activists and public decision-makers. I have argued that some of the major s 

African (and also Ethiopian) literature were consequences of taking over the paradlg 

Western European societies without making allowances for the very significant differences 

~pes of societies in social structure as well as culture. 

E h· . . t) literature has borrowed I have also argued that the Africanist (and t loplanls 

things from th is Euro-centric literature. One of these is the tendency to portray t e 

categorically. For those who take the male-centered perspectives, the women are, 
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liabi lity, with no internal differentiation, Likewise, for Ihose who take he ema -c • 

women are, one and all, victims of gender discrimination b ' 
Y society, I ha e a 

approaches tend to impose identities of one kind or another 0 Ih ' 
n e women, Ide 

and too simplistic, 

The other characteristic that the African (and the Elh'lop' ) 1'1 
Ian I erature 0 se " 

from the Western literature has to do with methodology, I have argued that, prior 0 

Women's Movement, social theory, as well as academic literalure on sex work in Eu 

methodologies that took female sex workers as objects rather than subjects of social e 

aboul the women held by thinkers and scholars were believed 10 be more important 

women about themselves and the world around them, 

My critical analysis of the literature is followed in this Ihesis by an aHemp 0 mtJ'rNVI .... 

limitations that I have pointed out. I have thus sought, first, to identify the criteria with whlc 

a meaningful breakdown of the sex worker population as part of an attempt to unders and 

of the women as differentiated experiences, The identification of these criteria bene I ed rom 

works on the institution of commercial sex in Ethiopia (notably of Laketch Diresse and A .'''' 111'''1.10 

Tesfaye) but also involved seeking additional variables that I thought would add new perspec I 

insights, 

I have also sought to adopt a research methodology that brings to the cen 

perspectives of sex workers themselves, It is this shift of approach that I believe produced 

this thesis that I believe to be significpntly different from elements that have charac e 

literature, 

My conscious effort to look at sex work as a differentiated phenomenon, and 0 base 

d d two important points the on the perspectives of the women themselves have pro uce 

theses for chapters 3 and 4 respectively, 

, ' f d des ago the sex trade I The first point is that, unlike the situation a ew eca , 

. , b and brought up in t e CI IncreaSingly become an occupation of women who are om 
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that the causative factors behind the expansion of co ' 
mmerclal sex recently ha e 

within the city rather than from outside of it. The growing d ' . 
pre omlnance of Intra'cl se 

among other things, in the organization of sex-related work in II th ' 
a e dlHerent venues I 

sex workers who constitute the resident, permanent or relat' I ' , 
, Ive y Immobile eleme Is e 

immigrants to the city whereas those who constitute the non-resident t ' 
, ranSlent and mo tie e 

have been non-immigrants, 

The second pOint that has emerged from my attempt to comb' d'H 
Ine I eren la Ion ,,' 

perspectives is that the sociology of sex work is directly and indirectly related to control 0 er space, • 

door space and out-door space, Control over housing is the primary element in determining 

whom and who benefits from the labor of the women. Those who hold titles to houses or build, gs s • 

commercial sex, be it in the slums and back alleys of the city or along its major streets, de e 

conditions of work indoors; likewise, the strong men of the streets, who can manipula e or co 

dangerous underworld, determine the conditions of work outdoors, What we have, as a resul , IS a cl 

entrepreneurs that are tied to sex work, not just indirectly through its association with liquor ra e, e c" 

also directly through control over sexual services only, The other context, again related to 

which non-sex workers control income from commercial sex is the context of residence, Com erclal sa 

workers make arrangements of residence that are distinctively suited to the types of work they do, In 

of them, they have to submit to arrangements that allocate considerable material benefits to those w 

titles to the houses while denying the women the minimal conditions for privacy and decent Ii 'ng 

In the last 'chapter of this thesis, I have based myself on the above findings to fo ar a 

about the social context in which commercial sex operates in Addis Ababa, I have argued a 

categories of women who operate the sex business find themselves confronted by varying 

, d ' t ' 'ng a presence in socie contradiction between trying to do this kind of work an main alnl 

h ' h f s hard choices about whlC I uman beings who have positive values. Each one of t em ace 

relationship to maintain which kinds of social relationship to suspend temporarily and whic I , 

I b use society holds a no I 
relationship to create and sustain. These choices are hard part y eca 

151 



work is shameful (a notion which, incidentally the women h d 
' woo sex work 

Providing them with nothing else with which to tackle the very I . 
rea economic pr 

They are hard partly because even those people for whose benefit the wo 
e 

understand their situation. Above all, however, the choices are hard because 

commercial sex are too constrained by poverty to mitigate some of the sOCIal cos 

transfers to others. 

Some women manage the work of balancing the contradictions beNer 

have not been so successful make very hard choices about which social ties to wor 

ones to let go. Irrespective of how this works out for each individual sex worker, howe e , 

that can be said for sure about commercial sex workers in Addis Ababa: they are wo n 

becoming social outcasts by continuing to engage society positively, which is quite co a 0 

about "prostitutes" that have come to dominate public as well as academic discourse A 

women consider themselves as hopeful fighters whose value systems complement ha 0 SOCJ 

than as a category of people who pose dangers to it. 

I hope that in due course an equally positive view of the women who toil in co 

develop among intellectuals and members of the academia. Then, and only then, would I be poss 

hands with them to fight the problem of commercial sex. A humane approach towards 

survive and help others survive by selling their bodies is not at all irreconcilable 

commercial sex. 
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TABLE I 

Cross Tabulation of Average Age and C t ' 
a egones 0' Comm reI I 

Categories of Sex-workers 
Percent ( ) 

Fixed-share Sex-workers 35 
As halt Sex-workers 
~~~~~==~~~ __ ~ 25 Inde endent Home-based Sex-Workers 2 

Sex-workers based in Hotels and Ni htclubs 
Sex-workers based in Bars 7 
Equal-share Sex-workers 
~~~~::-::i:~~~---I-_ 5 Sex-workers based in Drinkin Places 5 

Total 
~------------_ _ _ ~_ OO 23 

TABLE 1/ 

Cross Tabulation of Age at Entry and Categories of Commercial Sex Wor er 
(As Percent of Total Within Each Category) 

Categories of Sex-Workers Age at Entry into Commerc al Se ~ or 

<15 16-20_ ~/ -.---r-
28 

1 don t 
Fixed-share Sex-workers 17.1 65.7 !- 8.6 5 
Asphalt Sex-workers 16 60 16 8 0 -Independent Home-based Sex-

3 16.'7 25 Workers 0 25 .-~ 
Sex-workers based in Hotels and 

0 Nightclubs 0 81.8 82 0 
71. 

1-
0 0 Sex-workers based in Bars 14.3 3 -

Equal-share Sex-workers 0 iO 60 0 0 
Sex-workers based in Drinking Places 0 100 ° 0 0 

-
0 



TABLE III 

Cross Tabulation of level of Formal Ed r 
Uca Ion ot Sex or r 

Workers (As Percent of Total With n Each C 

No Basic Categories of sex. 
Education Literacy workers 

Fixed-share Sex-workers 42.9 0 As halt Sex-workers 0 0 Independent Home-
based Sex-Workers 41.7 0 Sex-workers based in 
Hotels and Ni htclubs 0 0 9. Sex-workers based in 
Bars 14.3 0 0 286 E ual-share Sex-workers 40 0 0 0 Sex-workers based in 
Drinkin Places 25 0 0 25 

TABLE IV 

Place of Origin and Length of Stay in Addis Ababa of Commercial Sex-Worker nE e 
Category (As Percent of Total Within Each Category) 

Place of Origin L 
Categories of sex workers Addis Outside Less 1-3 

ength of stay in Add/ 
3-5 5 

Ababa Addis than a e ars 
Ababa Jear 

Fixed-share Sex-workers 
31.4 68.6 0 17 

A~halt Sex-workers 72 28 0 4 
Independent Home-based 
Sex-Workers 33.3 66.7 0 0 
Sex-workers based in 
Hotels and Nightclubs 

81 .8 18.2 0 0 o 
Sex-workers based in Bars 71.4 28.6 0 1 3 0 
~ual-share Sex-workers 40 60 0 0 o 
Sex-workers based in 
Drinking Places 50 50 0 0 o 



TABLE V 

Contact with Family Members and With K' f 
In a Commerc a/ Sex a 

(As Percent of Total Within Each Calego 

Categories of sex workers 

Yes No 

Fixed-share Sex-workers 68.6 28.6 
As halt Sex-workers 76 20 
Independent Home-based 
Sex-Workers 83.3 16.7 0 0 

Sex-workers based in Hotels 
and Ni htclubs 63.6 18.2 9.1 9. Sex-workers based in Bars 85.7 14.3 0 0 E ual-share Sex-workers 60 40 0 0 Sex-workers based in 
Drinking Places 100 a 0 0 5 

TABLE VI 

0 

25 0 

. Full or Partial Dependents on Commercial Sex Workers in Each Category of Sex war r 
(As percent of total within each category) 

Fully Dependent Partially Dependent 
Categories of sex workers Yes No Yes No 

Fixed-share Sex-workers 31.4 68.6 5 . 1;2.9 
A~halt Sex-workers 48 52 6 - s.; 

ts8 3 - _41J Ind~endent Home-based Sex-Workers 33.3 66.7 
Sex-workers based in Hotels and Nightclubs 36.4 63.6 ~5 50; 5 

8 5.7 - -,,~ Sex-workers based in Bars 14.3 85.7 
~ual-share Sex-workers 40 60 40 60 
Sex-workers based in Drinking Places 100 0 100 0 

0 

0 
0 
0 

0 
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