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Introduction

The lives of sex workers have attracted much research interest over the
last few years. In Sri Lanka despite being illegal an organizational
structure within which sex work still operates can be observed. While
some are willing to accept this as a profession, others are not. Even
among researchers there is no consensus whether to understand sex work
as an individual issue or as a social issue. Therefore it’s important to
understand the interconnections in the life histories of sex workers and
their profession.

A sex worker is a person who provides sexual services for monetary gain.
The term does not only signify women (Coorey, 2009, p.18). In generally
we talk about female sex workers. However Rathnapala (2000) identified
seven types of sex workers in Sri Lanka; street sex workers, women who
work in massage clinics, brothel sex workers, mobile sex workers (they
provide their service to tourists), ‘high class’ sex workers, male sex
works and child sex workers (Rathnapala, 2000, p.23-33). This research
focuses on female street sex workers. The organized sex industry can be
categorized into five sectors; sex work that occurs in urban areas, selected
rural communities, colonies, tourist resorts, and industrial zones (Silva,
1992, p.11). Pathirana (2004) identifies several push factors that make an
individual enter the sex industry. These are economic problems, lack of
education, having house mates who go to Middle East countries and face
sexual harassment, limitations in opportunities for women to find jobs
and disrupted family structures (p.13-15). The primary objective of this
research is to study the life history of sex workers as a basis for
understanding their involvement in the sex industry. More broadly this
paper attempts to examine how the life history of sex workers impact
their decision to enter the sex industry? Further the current study also
examines what specific factors, attitudes and life history events impact a
woman’s entrance into the industry.
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Methodology

This descriptive study, collected data from two police divisions within
the Colombo area where a significant number of street sex workers were
concentrated. In-depth interviews and non-participant observation were
used to collect qualitative data. Due to the unavailability of a database
and difficulties in infiltrating their networks, 25 street sex workers were
selected using snow-ball sampling.

The findings were analyzed using the theoretical ideas of symbolic
interactionism and social learning theory. Symbolic interactionism
explains how people construct their lives through meaningful
communication or symbols. According to social learning theory, the
formation of one’s identity is a learned response to social stimuli. “In
social learning system, new patterns of behavior can be acquired through
direct experience or by observing the behavior of others. The more
rudimentary form of learning, rooted in direct experience is largely
governed by the rewarding and punishing consequence that follow any
given action” (Bandura, 1971, p.03).

Results and Discussion

The current study, isolated several factors that push women towards the
sex industry. These were poverty, lack of education, increased family
responsibilities, high sexual drives and personal interests, being sexually
abused or raped and interpreting these sexual experiences positively, the
interactions with other sex workers or having a member of one’s family
in the industry, socialization issues, disruptions in family background, the
lack of viable job opportunities. Attitudes towards the sex industry also
play a significant role. Being able to earn significantly more than other
jobs in a short period of time, also attracts women to this industry.

Conclusion

It is clear that sex workers enter this profession propelled by incidents in
their life history. It is usually seen as a solution to life’s difficulties. Their
attitudes towards this profession and their previous life events are
important to understand in order to understand entry into the industry.
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