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[bookmark: _Int_b0yRRFCy]Work is defined as ‘the supply of physical, mental, and emotional effort to produce goods and services for own consumption, or for consumption by others,’ (Scott, 2014, p. 807). However, work can be seen as a concept that is subject to change, through legislation, union movements and the intrinsic beliefs of workers (Ogundipe, 2023, p. 114). When factors affect an individual's ability to work, a country can offer welfare support. If the population's basic needs are not being obtained through the labour market, requiring government intervention, this is then defined as welfare support (Scott, 2014, p. 802; Haralambos and Holborn, 2013, p. 283). These basic needs compromise of food, water, shelter, healthcare, education and the prevention of poverty (Haralambos and Holborn, 2013, p.282). Poverty is often systemised into two categories, absolute and relative, relative refers to the unequal sharing of material and absolute the lack of goods to survive (Smith, 2014, p.586-587). However, this 
assignment will refer to overall poverty, an incorporation of both, as this approach is effective in analysing poverty at a macro level of analysis (Decerf and Ferrando, 2022, p. 606). 
This assignment aims to analyse the relationship between sex work, poverty and welfare support. How these concepts intersect will be critically explored using the opposing radical and liberal feminist arguments. In doing so, this assignment will analyse the impact criminalisation and decriminalisation have on those working in the sex industry. Decriminalisation and criminalisation will be analysed in relation to the impact on individuals' poverty levels, access to welfare support and societal stigma faced. Additionally, the Sexual Offenses Act (2003) will be analysed as an example of sex work legislation. 
[bookmark: _Int_67kx5pmN][bookmark: _Int_61qT7qFP][bookmark: _Int_JlArPiIL]There is a certain level of ambiguity surrounding definitions of sex work, which is intricately linked to sexual exploitation and harassment (Jordan, Patel and Rapp, 2013, pp.358-359). Gerassi (2015, p. 591) states the confusion surrounding these terms negatively impacts the protection of victims, as the terms themselves are influenced by philosophical viewpoints. However, sex work is described by Daniel, Lamb and Campbell (2023, p. 2) as an individual who sells sexual services in return for goods, usually financial. Further complexity is added depending on the type of sex work and the area in which it takes place (Daniel, Lamb and Campbell, 2023, p. 2). Sex work can range from non-physical erotic dancing to sexual intercourse (Harcourt and Donavon, 2005, p.201). Due to the dangerous and easily exploited nature of this work, sex work can consequently change into sexual exploitation (Rekart, 2005, p. 2123), which encompasses sexual favours obtained through cohesion, blackmail and withholding of goods (UNHCR, 2024, np). This assignment will look at sex work specifically regarding the transaction of sex for financial gain, in doing so analysing the relationship between sex work and poverty. 
[bookmark: _Int_dWBl8Mso]Ongoing debate surrounding sex work is prominent within feminist theory, specifically between radical feminists and liberal feminists. As sex work is predominantly female, radical feminists argue it is a gendered phenomenon, socially constructed by the patriarchy to further the oppressive nature of society (Raymond, 2013, p.14). Liberal feminists, however, argue women should have agency over their sexuality, meaning sex work should be an individual's choice (Jeffreys, 2009, p. 316). Advocating for the legalisation of sex work is integral to the liberal feminist argument (Jeffreys, 2009, p. 316). Liberal feminists argue criminalising sex work stems from men's desire to control women, and therefore oppresses women by reducing agency (Beegan, 2017, p.63; Jeffreys, 2009, p.319). Overall (1992, p.724) questions the origins of this ideology, suggesting using a woman's sexuality derives from the patriarchy and values ingrained into society by men. Additionally, Cherry (2000, pp. 71-72) suggests using sex work as an empowerment tool is dangerous, as it creates a societal norm of an industry fraught with exploitation. Beegan (2017, p.63) summarises by suggesting sex work is a complex topic with each worker having an individualistic lived experience. However, Beran (2012, pp. 22-23) stresses both forms of feminism have been influential within society. 
[bookmark: _Int_psGgtp2g]Despite opposing feminist viewpoints, sex work is an increasing vocation, which correlates with increased poverty rates, the need for housing and financial debt (Terrence Higgins Trust, 2024, np). Onyango et al. (2015, p. 131) suggest women are driven to sex work through ‘poverty-driven independence’. Young women seeking economic opportunity are often driven to sex work due to the socially ingrained biases against women in society, such as decreased job opportunities and gender pay gaps (Onyango et al. 2015, pp. 131-132). Research conducted by UN Women (2022, np) shows globally women are more likely to experience overall poverty than men. Statistically, 4% of men live in overall poverty in comparison to 5% of women (Fins, 2020, np). Literature indicates that, whereas single-male poverty rates are decreasing, single-female poverty rates are on the incline, suggesting inequality between the two sexes (Womans Budget Group, 2019, np). This poverty trend could be due to women being more likely to experience a gender pay gap, more likely to complete unpaid care work, experience domestic violence and cuts to government aid (Womans Budget Group, 2018, p.5). These factors indicate women are at a disadvantage systematically, Mudau and Obadire (2017, p.70) argue, claiming this is due to the deeply ingrained systematic inequalities reinforced by the patriarchy. Research by Mudau and Obadire (2017, p. 67) and Rawat (2014, p.47) suggest these deeply ingrained social inequalities can have long-lasting impacts on women some of which include poor mental and physical health, decreased safety and increased chances of experiencing violence. These inequalities suggest a correlation between poverty and sex work, with poverty forcing many women into the industry claims Crawford (2017, p. 106). 
[bookmark: _Int_PzBQrCM6]The complex relationship between sex work and poverty Comte (2014, p. 198) claims is a form of oppressing women, where to obtain the most basic needs women are exploited. Okin (2013, p. 1) continues to suggest the systematic structures of society are the cause of this exploitation, with women being disadvantaged in employment, domestic life and progressive opportunities. Due to this, it is common for women to put themselves in danger to earn more money, as seen by the increased movement into the sex industry (Onyango et al. 2015, p. 135). Research illustrates the dangerous choices women make to earn more money within the industry which includes unprotected sex and accompanying the client to their home (Onyango et al. 2015, p.135). Chant (2016, p. 58) claims the reduction of poverty must stem from gender equality and female empowerment, suggesting a structural reform within society. 
A form of societal reform could be through increased welfare support (Chant, 2016, p. 58). Research by Cherry (2000, p. 76) illustrates a correlation between the reduction of welfare support and women entering the sex industry. This is backed by Di Nicola et al. (2005, p. 1) research which suggests the higher the welfare support the lower the rates of female sex workers. This can be seen in an increasing amount of research, which indicates issues with the support offered by the welfare state to those experiencing poverty (Brunoviskis and Skilberei, 2018, p. 310; McKay, 2001, p. 98; Pioch, 2002, p. 2). Oliveira et al. (2023, p.1462) agree stating many women face decreased support and restricted access to social welfare. As indicated in research conducted by Brunoviskis and Skilberei (2018, p. 314) which found women in the sex industry reported barriers to welfare are prominent. 
Oliveira et al. (2023, p. 1455) claim barriers to accessing welfare support derive from the stigma criminalising sex work creates. This lack of support often results in poverty levels increasing (Cherry, 2000, p. 76), which then pushes sex workers to engage in high-risk scenarios such as unprotected sex, as more money is obtained (Choi and Holroyd, 2007, p. 496). Additionally, sex workers are less likely to access healthcare services due to the stigma surrounding their vocation, lack of funding, distrust in the authorities and fear of experiencing misogynistic behaviour (Sawicki et al. 2019, p.4). Singer et al. (2021, p.2) suggest for sustainable change, societal structures built on oppressive practices, promoting inequality and stigma, must first be dismantled. Building on this theory, Bradshaw, Chant and Linneker (2017, p.3) claim that to understand how welfare should support women, the government must acknowledge gender dichotomy. To obtain equality, it must first be acknowledged that women are disadvantaged by poverty, employment, safety measures and through means testing welfare support (Womans Budget Group, 2018, p.5: Bradshaw, Chant and Linneker, 2017, pp.3-4).
[bookmark: _Int_Ezo3ZeSz]Pitcher (2015, pp.120-121) and Hughes (2005, p.41) claim the legalisation of sex work would ensure sex workers have legal rights and reduce barriers to welfare support. Taxation would then be claimed meaning sex work would aid the welfare system to be able to support sex workers (Hughes, 2005, p.41; Pitcher, 2015, pp. 120-121). Cruz (2013, p. 483) criticises this argument, claiming welfare should be offered regardless of the individual's standing within the labour market, rather than placing value on economic production. Cruz (2013, p.483) continues to suggest, continuous economic welfare should be available to offer women ‘a modest but decent standard at life.’ Pateman (2004, p. 96) concurs, stating increasing financial support for women would allow more agency over choices such as leaving unsafe working environments. However, others argue introducing sex work into the legal labour market would offer women access to welfare whilst regulating the industry (Hughes, 2005, p. 41). Alternatively, some argue to prevent women from having to engage in sex work, the welfare system should offer financial support to women who participate in unpaid domestic work, which adds to women's poverty rates (Zelleke, 2011, p. 31). By doing so, the welfare system would reduce the exploitation of women within the sex industry and through unpaid domestic labour (Zelleke, 2011, pp. 31- 34). Welfare surrounding sex work is a complex issue state  Brunoviskis and Skilberei (2018, p. 311), who suggest one form of welfare will not work for everyone, drawing parallel to the complexity between ideology, policy and practice. 
[bookmark: _Int_iMgAAbMp][bookmark: _Int_aJgbQnKW]The relationship between sex work and legislation is complicated (Home Affairs Select Committee, 2016, pp.4-5), with sex work often described as a grey area within the justice system. Sex work is legal in the United Kingdom, however, many aspects of sex work are illegal under The Sexual Offenses Act (2003, c. 42). The Sexual Offenses Act (2003, c. 42) stipulates any contact or intention of selling/ buying sexual favours are illegal in public or through institutions such as brothels. This is known as ‘loitering/ soliciting’ which oftentimes leads to the arrest of sex workers (English Collectives of Prostitutes, 2024, np). The ambiguity surrounding the legality and illegality of various aspects of sex work the English Collective of Prostitutes (2024, np) argues undermines the safety of women in the industry. Platt et al. (2020, p. 9) concur stating sex workers are one of the most marginalised groups in society, and the criminalisation of the work leads to individuals avoiding seeking relevant support such as healthcare, financial aid or legal protection. Despite this, an inquiry by the House of Commons Home Affairs Committee (2016, p.14) highlighted the effectiveness of the Sexual Offenses Act (2003) in aiding in the conviction of sexual exploitation cases. Since the implementation of this act, an increasing number of convictions have been taken to court regarding sexual exploitation (House of Commons Home Affairs Committee, 2016, p.14), suggesting the act is effective. However, it is noted within the inquiry the level of statistical evidence for sex work is low within England and Wales, thus affecting the reliability of the evidence given (House of Commons Home Affairs Committee, 2016, p.14). 
Further criticism of the act can be seen in research conducted by Nield (2024, p. 2), who argues the Sexual Offenses Act (2003) is ineffective in implementing change, instead creating confusion. Nield (2024, p. 2) continues to argue the Nordic model based on a radical feminist perspective, where selling sex work is legal however purchasing it is not, is a more effective approach to reducing exploitation. However, this model faces criticism, with evidence suggesting no improvement in the protection of sex workers, instead forcing sex workers to work through more dangerous channels (Oliveira et al. 2023, p.1464). Benoit et al. (2018, p.461) argue, all laws add to the stigmatisation of sex work, forming stigma at a micro, macro and meso level of influence. These structural stigmas then further oppress and control women, whilst adding legal threat (Benoit et al. 2018, p.461). Benoit et al. (2018, p. 461) stress the legal system will continue to fail to protect and support those in sex work if it continues to view sex workers as a homogenous group. Desyllas (2013, p. 777) concurs stating the belief that all female sex workers are victims and in need of ‘saving’ takes away from female agency. Radical feminists, however, argue any sex work is exploiting women (Cherry, 2000, p.73), whilst liberal feminists argue stigmatising sex work plays into the morality of female sexuality, created by men (Shah, 2004, pp.794-798). Benoit et al. (2017, p.13) argue policies driven from an ideological perspective will continue to fail those in the sex industry, therefore, those in the industry should influence policies for any significant difference to be obtained.  
[bookmark: _Int_CZfktoxO]Platt et al. (2020, p.10) highlight the stigma that criminalising sex work creates, often leading to the mistreatment of sex workers, thus, arguing the need for decriminalisation. Societal stigma creates a structurally ingrained misogynistic nature within the justice system, thus acting as a barrier to accessing support (Benoit et al. 2017, p.462). Amnesty International (2017, np) highlights that police are one of the largest threats to sex workers, with allegations of abuse, bribes and rape being common. Sexual assault, rape, harassment, unlawful arrest and discrimination are all prevalent within the police force towards sex workers, research suggests (Sawicki et al. 2019, p.3; Vanwesenbeeck, 2017, p.1633, Choi and Holroyd, 2007, p.494).
[bookmark: _Int_ItGwqdmv]An increase in charities and organisations advocating for decriminalising sex work can be seen, arguing this would decrease stigma, increase protection and ensure more sex workers access welfare services (Amnesty International, 2024, np; Platt et al. 2020, p.10). Opposingly, Cherry (2000, p. 77) using a radical feminist viewpoint, argues by legalising sex work, society creates an expectation that unemployed women should turn to sex work rather than receive welfare support. Brunovskis and Skilbrei (2018, pp. 311-312) concur suggesting the creation of policy and legislation proves to be the most effective approach, as it legally obligates the state to protect female sex workers. Additionally, with legislative protection, policy change and increased education, vast amounts of women would be removed from poverty (UN Women, 2022, np). However, Wagenaar (2017, p. 2) argues, anti-prostitution policies not only fail to protect sex workers but accentuate the issues the policies were implemented to deal with initially, such as reducing human, civil and labour rights of sex workers. 
A strong correlation can be made between poverty, reduced welfare support and women entering the sex industry (Terrence Higgins Trust, 2024, np; Crawford, 2017, p. 106). This can be seen by women having to sell sex to obtain basic needs (Comte, 2014, p. 198). Some argue this is due to the systematic inequalities women experience, which increase female poverty rates (Womans Budget Group, 2018, p.5; Mudau and Obadire, 2017, p.70). While others argue, the lack of accessible welfare support pushes women into poverty, which then leads to women entering the sex industry (Cherry, 2000, p. 76). This correlation is debated within the field of feminism, with radical feminists suggesting the sex industry is the highest form of male supremacy and oppression, whilst liberal feminists argue the women's right to autonomy without societal stigmatisation (Shah, 2004, pp.794-798; Cherry, 2000, p.73). These perspectives are central to understanding the complexity of sex work, highlighting the individualistic nature of oppression and empowerment. 
Both radical and liberal feminists have influenced sex work legislation despite advocating opposing approaches (Beran, 2012, pp. 22-23). Liberal feminists argue for the decriminalisation of sex work on the grounds it will aid sex workers in obtaining support from the welfare, in turn reducing poverty rates and increasing safe spaces to carry out sex work (Amnesty International, 2024, np; Platt et al. 2020, p.10). Liberal feminists argue criminalising sex work is correlated to societal views on female morality and reduces agency (Desyllas, 2013, p. 777; Shah, 2004, pp.794-798). Radical feminists, however, argue normalising sex work is problematic as it creates a culture of subordination of women (Cherry, 2000, pp 71-72). Due to this, they argue sex work should be illegal as seen with the Sexual Offenses Act (2003). However, Amnesty International (2024, np) and Platt et al. (2020, p.10) argue the criminalisation of sex work has a direct impact on the welfare of sex workers, such as reduced protection, healthcare access and decreased access to welfare benefits.
The correlation between sex work, poverty and welfare is complex, with research suggesting current systems are ineffective in reducing the exploitive nature of the work (Oliveira et al. 2023, p.1464; Benoit et al. 2018, p.461). Moving forward, literature suggests, there is a need for the voices of those in the industry to be heard, to change the systematic inequalities these workers face regarding poverty rates, welfare access and legislative protection  (Brunoviskis and Skilberei, 2018, p. 310; Benoit et al. 2017, p.13;  Pioch, 2002, p. 2; McKay, 2001, p. 98).
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