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Abstract

Thispaper seeksto understand theinterplay
of hustle, resistance and the politics of
respectability withintherealm of digital Sexwork,
emphasising on how Sex workers navigate online
platforms and applications amidst increasing
surveillance, algorithmic bias, moral policing, and
platform capitalism. Based on notes taken on the
o field and discussions with the stakeholders, it
‘ ‘?" explores how marginalized bodies engage with

' technology to sustain livelihoods. The study
highlights the digital hustle not just as economic
necessity but as an act of everyday resistance
against structural exclusions, particularly in the
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Ph.D. Scholar of visibility shaped by platform economies tha

create risks of criminalization and erasure. By
understanding the experiences of digital sex
workers in India, the paper argues for a more
inclusive digital policy framework that
acknowledges sex work as labor and emphasizes
the need for a digitally just system.
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I ntroduction
Situating Digital Sex Work in India

With the advent of technology initsmost nuanced sdlf, Indiastandswitnessto thetransforming shiftin
labor. Thedigital economy isaclick away from tapping to the human potentid intermsof both, leisureand
labor. Expansion in broadband connectivity and cloud computing twinned with innovationsin ICT* have
enabled monetary and data-related transactiong/transfers. The ILO flagship report explores how the
contemporary platform economy istransforming theworld of work and takesinto account two broad categories
of work within thedigital realm: onlineweb-based platforms and | ocation- based platforms. Elaborating
onlineweb-based platformsas platformswheretasksor work assignmentsare performed onlineor remotely
by workers. 2

Digital Sex work isno exceptionif transformation of labor across multiple sectorsisto be considered.
Questionsredating to branding, marketing, advertising, saling of services, theshift from cramped up spacesto
digitaly mediated spaces, the changing formsof danger and surveillanceremain adominant part of discussion
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inthiscontext. Thesequestionsneed brainstorminginorder for literatureto travel intime. Internet hasundeniably
increased the accessto resourcesthat wereoncedifficult to reach, epecidly for those survivinginthemargins.
Most of theliteraturethat has been produced in thislight hasdiscussed digital Sex work asahomogenized
category, taking away al other formsof Sex work such aswebcamming, thetechnicalitiesinvolvedinthe
usage of dating apps, and Prodommes* asection of Sex workersrarely discussed in research.

Inthe Indian context, Sex work has been relegated agray zonelegally, whereit isan occupationis
given asanctionto beexercised but thewaysinwhichit can exercised remain apoint of contestation. Soliciting,
running brothels, and lureinto Sex work, for instance are considered illegal under the ITPA 1956.4Thisis
primarily because of the manipulated use of categories such as *Sex trafficking” and “prostitution” about which
much hasbeen written with passionthan objectivity implying that trafficking isconflated with prostitution and
migration, taking away voicesof workerswho enter the occupation by will and consciouschoice. The COVID-
19 pandemicisaliving testament to thisargument, when alarge number of peoplein the country wereleft with
no choice but to compromi se ethics and moralsto fight hunger, unemployment, and sudden displacement.
With restriction on mobility and shutting down of thered-light areas, digital Spacesemerged asimportant sites
for economic surviva and labor negotiationwhereclient acquisition, content creetion and avail ability of options
became clearer and seamless. Thedating apps saw an upsurgein customersand to the Sex workers, it meant
a safe source of continuing their source of income. Only Fans, ManyVids, Facebook Messengers and
WhatsA pp emerged as sites of negotiation and bargain.

Thisshift tothedigital world, however seamlessit seems, has not been an easy trand ation for the
margindised, especidly the Sex workers. With newer financid opportunities, dso camedgorithmic suppression,
unpredictability, and danger, alivein al itsforms, thereby handing over decision making to those scrolling
through social media pages and reporting content that does not serve the upper-class, upper caste lens.
Rampant bansand depl atforming*impactsdigita Sex work disproportionately and further margindisesthem
in an already precarious economic situation. Certainly, what happensto the el ectronic content produced
cannot be controlled and that thefact that all respons bility isdumped to the creator/producer isa so biased
andone-sded. If thereisanythingthat thedigita shift hasproven, itisthemanipulation of content by the higher
upsinthesociety. Digita intimacy, therefore, doesraise critical questions on agency, safety, and politics of
vighility.

Digitd migration of the Indian Sex workershasto beunderstood within thewider framework of labor
precarity andfinancia exclusion. Whilethereisopportunity, thewaysone managesthe opportunity iscomplex
andfrudrating. Here, smilaritiesbetween gigworkers, such asthefood ddivery partnersand culturd performers,
who are navigating the world of ‘likes’ and “subscriptions’, and Sex workers can be easily drawn because the
distinction between what islegitimate and illegitimateisdictated by caste, class, ability, and respectability
politics; and how use of terminologies such as ‘cringe’ and ‘creepy’ form a dominant part of how content
produced inthemarginsis seen and experienced by the dominant socia groups. Thispaper examineshustle
and resistancein Sex Work, typicaly asit navigatesthedigital spaceinthe present-day India

Research Questions
1. What aretherisksand negotiationsof financid uncertaintiesin Digital Sex work?
2. How dothe Sex workersresist and hustlethrough thedigital shift?
3. Whatisthe response of the Stakeholders’, especially the Government with regard to bans and censorships
incontent creation?
Objectives
1. Tounderstandthedigita shiftin Sex work, anditsimpact on Sex workers.
2. Toexaminethewaysplatform economicsisshaping Sex work inIndia
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Emphasising on the above questions, the paper amsto engagein the examination of theintersections of
Iabor, identity, digitd economy and financia autonomy. It exploresthe possibilitiesof mitigating digital dangers
in Sex work whileletting Sex workers make use of opportunities of income generation through safe and
consciousmeans.

Research Methodology

Thispaper adoptsaqualitative approach, primarily based on the secondary sourcesand insightsfrom
thefieldwork donewith Sex workersbased out of variouslocationsin Indianamely Delhi, Sangli, Kolkata,
Chennal, Hyderabad, Pune, and Lucknow, during prior engagementswith organi sations, academi c ass gnments,
etc. Theamisto primarily understand how thedigita shift hasimpacted Sex work, therisksand negotiations
involved inthe same, and the response of the stakeholdersinthisregard.

Thestudy isinterpretivein nature and situates sex work in abroader socio-political framework. It
drawsfrom the existing academicliterature, organisationa reports, and mediaarticlesto tracetheevolution of
Sex work and thedigital shift, especially post-Covid. The secondary datasourcesinclude peer-reviewed
journd articleson sex work, platform economics, labor precarity, and thedigita hustle and res stance, reports
and documentation from Sex-worker led organi sations such asDM SC, CREA and SWASA, policy briefs
and legal documentation such asthel TPA, mediarepresentations, and the conference proceedings, such as
the Sex Workers” Summit 2024 held in Nepal, Kathmandu. Using these sources, the paper tries to identify the
recurring patternsand contradictionsin the Sex work discourse.

In addition to the secondary data, this paper aso incorporatesinsightsfrom thefield drawnfromthe
author’s broader doctoral fieldwork. The observations and suggestions are derived from the informal discussions
with the Sex workersin red light areas, hotspotsin and around the cities of Delhi, Kolkata, and Sangli, and
experientid learningsduring participatory events such ascommunity summitsand archiva presentations.

The paper followsdiscourse anaysis, examining and exploring how narrativesaround Sex work are
constructed, negotiated, and resisted acrossthelegal, social, and political domains. Themesof visibility,
financia exclusion, hustle, and resilience and traced across data points.

Theresearch acknowl edgesthelimitations of the secondary dataused, included thelack of control of
how datawas originally collected. Therefore, the triangul ation method is employed to compare and site
perspectives across different sources, and crossreferencing with thefield observations.

Theoretically, thestudy drawson the Feminist Political Economy to broadly understand res stancesand
labor strugglesinIndiaand Stuate Sex work withinthesame. It d so takesinto cond deration Platform Capitadiam,
inorder to andysethegovernance of digital economiesacrosstheglobeandif, it hasfurthered exploitation of
themarginalised. With theseframeworks, the paper promisesto contributeto thecritical discussonsaround
digitd justice, and the evolving landscape of the socio-political redlitiesof Sex work.

Digital Sex Work
Digital Migration of Sex Workand itslI mpact

The pandemic of Covid-19 changed wayshow Sex work aslabor wasperformedin India. Restrictions
on mobility increased asthered-light districtswere shut down. Amidst this, the Sex workerslost incomeand
support to sustaintheir families. In responseto the same, they shifted to onlinemedia, navigating through new
possihilitiesto sustaintheir livelihood. Thisshift strengthened the digital Stesto emergeasacertain siteof
economicsurviva.

Online mediasuch asthose that are subscription-based, such as OnlyFansand ManyVids offersthe
possihility of content monetizationwhilemaintainingalevd of autonomy. These platformsenabled theworkersto
set their own pricesand directly engagewith thedlients. However, thistrang tion a so suffersincessantly changing
commissionratesand risksrelaed to account termination, indi cating new vulnerabilitiesin Sex work.
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Indian Sex workers, on theother hand, relied oninforma digital spaces such asthelocal dating apps
(Tinder, Bumble, Grindr) to find and directly engagewith clients. Unlikethe subscription-based platforms,
these spaces provided vig bility without requiring any upfront investment. Therisks, however isthat thedating
apps expose the workersto potential doxxing, harassment, and non-consensual content redistribution.
Moreover, lack of aplatform support doesnot providetheworkerswith safety feature usually builtinfor them
otherwise. Deplatforming- removal of accountsisthemaost common method of control that hasbeen employed
to keep theworkersin check, erasingtheir identity overnight.

Ontheother hand, platforms, however much stability they provide, alsoimposestrict regulationsthat
furthersthe marginalisation of the Sex workers. Thistussle shapeshow Sex workers navigatethe digital
environment, balancing vis bility, and security.

Financial Exclusion and Strategiesfor Survival

A sgnificant shiftindigita Sex work hasbeen from cash basedto digital payments. Whilethisseemsto
have eased the processfor theworkers, it hasintroduced new layersof control, surveillance, and exclusion,
especidly thosefromthemargindised communities. Indian Sex workershave maintained that they facestructura
barriersindigital payments and so the accessto variousdigital financial systemsbecomes complex and
tedious. Whilethelndianworkershave not experienced financid deplatforminginthe urban/semi-urban aress,
banking discrimination isrampant. TheIndian Digital wallets often flag transactionsrel ated to Sex work,
leading to account freezes or closures, thereby preventing theworkersfrom managing their income.

Severd other chdlengeshave penetrated thelivesof Sex workerswiththewitnessed digita rise, especidly
with platformed based Sex work. They include delay in paymentswithout explanation, unpredictable bans,
high commission feein addition to heavy censorship by the State thereby reducing the actua pay of the Sex
worker. Moreover, thetraditiona financia servicessuch asloansor business debit accountsare compl etely
inaccess bletotheworkers, giventhesocieta stigma.

Thesefinancia barriersnot only leave Sex workerswith no choiceto takewhatever isoffered but also
poses questions around agency, choice and human integrity. In order to sustain themselves, theworkers
around theworld devised strategiesfor survival that resonatewithideas of resilienceand collectivebargaining
for agreater good. One, the workersbegan using modes of payment other than digital wallets such as gift
cardsor direct bank transfersto bypasstraditional banking restrictions. Platforms such as Telegram and
Signal are used to further secure communication and price negotiations. These served asbetter platforms
given thenature of encrypted transactions.

Digitd Sex work thus, providean opportunity for financia independence but the systemic exclusion of
the Sex workersfrom themai nstream financid instruments presentsastark redlity of the stigmathey ill live
and breathein, opening waysto surveillance and control al theway moreinthe present day.

Sakeholdersin Platform Control
Platform Governance: A Global L andscape

Today, socia mediaisagloba market wherethereare opportunities, greater returnson investments
and higher stakes. It operatesunder algorithmic rulesthat heavily impact themargindised, and particularly, the
Sex workers. Scholarslike Cowen & Colosi(2021) discuss how regulation aimed at preventing sex workers
islikely toharm their welfare. The practice of shadow banning- limiting onlinevisbility, isaddiberate attempt
towardsexcluding theworkersfrom thriving digital economies. Usage of hashtags, emgjis, abusivelanguage
hesfurtheredinvisibility.

Algorithmic suppression hasreduced discoverability, increased threatsto de-platforming, and disrupted
theclient-basethrough sudden removal of identitiesfrom platformsovernight. Blunt & Wolf (2020) emphasize
how theworkers have adopted techniquesto navigate through thissituation, of which includesusing coded
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language acrossdl socid mediaand communication gpplicationsand maintaining decentradised networkslike
Telegram and Signa to mitigatetherisksof losing digital presence altogether. However, dl these solutions
requireconstant effort and vigilance.

One of themost prominent reshaping of thelegal landscapein Sex work hastaken placeinthe United
States of America, where Fight Online Sex TraffickingAct-Stop Enabling Sex TraffickersAct, dsoknown as
FOSTA-SESTA (2018) hasimpacted consensual sex work by pushing it further into unregulated yet highly
surveilled spaces, while stating god sto reduce human trafficking by creeting pressureon theinternet platforms
to censoring users asand when necessary. It hasled to massremova of theworkersfrom platformsfearful of
legal accountability, expansion of global regulationswhere applications such as Instagram and Facebook
adopt US-centric policiesthat directly impact Sex workersworldwide, including thosein Indiaasplatforms
apply blanket rulesthat often erase consensua work in the process.

Labor Rightsand Moral Policing

Sex workers, likemost of thedigita labor areforced to exercisearbitrary platform policiesthat more
often than not lead to completeinvisbility of thelabor. Thisisregul ated by therooted socia hierarchiesinthe
system asthedistinction between what isacceptableand what isnot or criminadised isoften dictated by those
who havenodirect involvement inthelivesof theseworkersbut dictate hierarchiesof mordity and respectability.
Jones (2020) emphasi zesthat the mai nstream influencersengaging in softcore sexua content through apps
such asTikTok or OnlyFanspromotional postsfaced far |essscrutiny than theexplicit Sex workers, despite
monetizingonsimilar linesof digital intimacy. Moreover, someformsof |abor, especidly theeroticlabor, is
often dismissed as ‘cringe’ or morally inappropriate in the upper caste, upper class digital spaces., thereby
reinforcing class-based exclusionsfrom the economy.

Thefeminisation of digital labor playsasignificant rolein the determination of what isconsidered as
legitimate. Sex work ispenalised becauseit has adirect engagement with sexuality whereasinfluencers,
bloggers and model s benefit from similar aestheticswithout facing threatslikethat of deplatforming or bans.

Hustle, Resistance, and Politics of Respectability

Sex workersfaceavisbility paradox while maintaining an online presenceto sustain everyday needs.
Whilethat iscrucid, it dso exposesthem to public scrutiny, harassment and potentia dangers. The control
dynamicstakesaway theidentity and autonomy of theworkersand furthersinvisibility inthedigital reaim.

Engaging inonlinesex work hastremendousphysical, emotiona and psychologica impacts. Workers
maintain to strugglewith persona boundaries, societa stigma, and managing pressuresof constant engagement
onlineto sustain their livelihoods. Thelack of formal labor policiesinthisregard |eaves emotional and
psychologica heathimpacted saverdy. However theworkershave empl oyed Strategiesto negotiate boundaries
and ensure safety, and these include using pseudonyms, exercising privacy measures, and enabling support
networksviacommunity organizations. These strategies are often not enough to fully eradicate therisks
involved in Sex work, thereby indi cating the need for morerobust protectionsand systems.

Key Findings
» Riseinplatform capitalism has created avenuesfor Sex workersto broaden itsclientele, reach alarger
audience, and achievefinancia independence. However, thisshift hasasoled toincreaseinfinancia
instability dueto factors such asinaccess ble banking instruments such asloansor bus ness accounts,
lack of traditiona employment benefits, and theovert platform-imposed bansand restrictions. Lack of
regul ation increasesthese vul nerabilities, leaving Sex workerswithout choice or recoursein cases of
abuseor onlineexploitation.

»  Social mediaplatformsand messaging apps have become essentia toolsfor sex workersto market,
s, and advertisetheir services. Thesearebeing increasingly used to communicatewith clients. While
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theseplatformsoffer flexibility, they also perpetuatelabor precarity given thelack of formal contract
mechanismsand protections, |eaving theworkersin alegal gray area, often without accessto socia
Security.
»  Ensuring onlinepresencein order to sustain livelihoods exposesthe Sex workerstoriskssuch asdigita
surveillance, harassment, and legal consegquences. Thisisfurther amplified by thesocietd sigmathereby,
leading to socid boycott and discrimination. The need for safety and privacy inthedigita realmwhile
maintaining visbility thus remainsasgnificant chalenge.
Conclusion

Globaly, anumber of initiativeshave been implemented to enhancetherightsand protections of sex
workers. While Belgium enacted alandmark law granting sex workersformal employment contractsand
comprehensive labor rights, including health insurance, paid leave, and maternity support., Mexico’s lower
house approved alabor reform to regulate the working conditions of app-based workers, ensuring accessto

socid security and other benefits. Countrieslike Chile and Spain are proactively seeking regulation of digital
platform work ensuring minimum wageand socia security for workers.

Similar digitd policiesin Indiacould sgnificantly improvethefinancid inclusionand labor rightsof sex
workers. Recognizing sex work aslegitimatelabor and extending socid security benefits, healthinsurance,
and legd protectionswould mitigatefinancial precarity and enhancethewell-being of sex workers, especialy
intimesof theevident digital shiftin Sex work. Implementation of worker-led governancemodelsin India
would empower sex workersto havegreater control over their working conditionsand earnings. Takingthe
case of Durbar M ahila Samanwaya Committee (DM SC), cooperatives or unionscould provide collective
bargai ning power, ensuring that platforms operatetransparently andfairly.

Thechallengesfaced by sex workersinthedigital economy reflect broader issues affecting various
formsof digital |abor. Workersacross sectors (for instance, Gig workers) experiencesimilar issues, including
financia instability, lack of security benefits, and exposureto platform unpredictability. Addressing these
challengesrequirescomprehensivelabor reformsthat extend protectionsto all digital workers, ensuring fair
wages, social security benefits, and mechanismsto address vulnerabilities. Aswe contempl ate the future of
digital labor inIndia, particularly inthe context of Sex workers, thefollowing questionsarise:

»  How cansociety shift perceptionsto reducethe stigmaassociated with sex work and other forms of
digita labor?

»  What mechanismscan beimplemented to ensurethat thevoicesof digitd workersarecentra inpolicy
discussonsaffectingther livelihoods?
These questionsrequireacollaborative gpoproachinvol ving policymakers, platform operators, workers,

andthecivil society. By ensuringinclusivedid oguesand equitable policiesacross sectors, Indiacan pavethe
way for adigitally just economy that safeguardstherightsof al workers, particularly thoseinthemargins.
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