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Mary Lucille Sullivan’s Making Sex Work investigates the sex industry in Victoria, 

Australia. The author claims that the Victorian government’s 1984 legalization of 

prostitution has been a “failed social experiment” (p. 2). Sullivan argues that the 

normalization of prostitution as work undermines women’s equality in the workplace, 

violates women’s human rights, and harms women and girls in the industry. 

Sullivan frames her research within the feminist debate on prostitution. On one 

side of the spectrum, she locates the radical feminists who believe “sexual harassment 

and rape are indistinguishable from the sex the buyers purchase” (p. 5) (see for example 

K. Barry 1979; M. Farley 2004).  Sullivan, a sympathizer of the radical feminist 

spectrum, writes that “Victoria’s legalized prostitution system assists in maintaining male 

dominance, the sexual objectification of women, and the cultural approval of violence 

against women” (p. 3). On the other side, Sullivan points to the liberal feminists,  who 

argue that prostitution should be normalized as work, and that it is a woman’s right to 

choose what she wants to do with her own body (see for example J. Aitkin 1978;  B. 

Sullivan 1997). In Victoria, the liberal feminists won this debate when brothel and escort 

prostitution were legalized in 1984. Because of this legislation, specific planning and 

health codes now apply to the industry and brothels must be licensed through the state. 

However, street prostitution continues to be included in the criminal code.  

The legalization of prostitution is an area that has been relatively untouched by 
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academic literature, and Sullivan should be commended for this contribution. Yet her 

arguments against legalization are not terribly convincing. Sullivan never explicitly 

defines the measures she will use to show that legalization has failed, though she does 

write that Victoria has witnessed an increase in both the supply and demand for sex work, 

an increase in sex trafficking, and no decrease in female sexual assault. However, she 

does not convincingly demonstrate that any of these changes are in fact due to 

legalization. For example, some of Australia’s Asian neighbors – Cambodia, China, 

India, and Sri Lanka – have also witnessed an increase in the supply and demand of sex 

work and sex trafficking during a similar time period (World Health Organization 

(WHO) 2001); and sex work is illegal in all these countries. Therefore, it is possible that 

the state of Victoria could be in a similar or even worse situation had sex work remained 

illegal.  

These claims regarding the changes as a result of legislation would have been far 

more convincing had she borrowed methods of analysis from the (feminist) economics 

literature. For example, she could have exploited the variation in regulation across 

Australian states pre- and post-legalization as a counterfactual. Australian states develop 

legislation for the prostitution industry, at the state, not the federal government level. 

Victoria was the first of four states to legalize sex work; the Australian Capital Territory  

legalized in 1992, New South Wales in 1995, and Queensland in 1999 (p. 1). If Sullivan 

had shown that the demand for sex work shot up in each state shortly after legalization, 

then the reader might be more convinced that legalization resulted in an increased 

demand for sex work. Similarly, had we observed a relative increase in sex trafficking 

first in the state of Victoria, followed by Canberra and New South Wales, and lastly in 
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Queensland, again we might conclude that legalization led to increased trafficking. 

Unfortunately, this type of evidence from other states is not presented.  

Raising another important issue relating to legalization, Sullivan explores sex 

worker health and safety toward the end of the book. In most countries, sex workers are 

considered a “high risk” group, as they generally have higher rates of sexually 

transmitted infections (STIs) and/or HIV/AIDS relative to the adult population. 

Remarkably, Australian sex workers often report lower rates of STIs than the general 

Australian population (Penelope Saunders 1999). In addition, Australia has the lowest 

rate of HIV/AIDS among sex workers in the world, and sex worker groups claim this is 

due to the work of community-based sex worker organizations and projects conducted in 

partnership with Australia’s state governments (Commonwealth of Australia 2005). 

Whether sex worker health status is a result of legalization remains a question for further 

research; yet the excellent health of Australian sex workers makes me question whether 

the legalization of prostitution has truly failed. To her credit, Sullivan argues that the 

government’s narrow emphasis on safe sex and the containment of STIs should be 

challenged to include more comprehensive strategies that also account for the mental and 

social well-being of sex workers. She rightfully argues that men have been absent from 

the government’s agenda, placing the burden of safe sex on women. 

The last chapter, “Making Men’s Demand Visible,” is the best chapter in the book 

because in this chapter, Sullivan finally offers an alternative to Victoria’s legal model, 

which she criticizes throughout the book. She writes that the Swedish system “provides a 

viable alternative to the Victorian legalization model” because Sweden recognizes that 

“prostitution exists because of male demand and women’s poverty” (p. 337) and 
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prosecutes men who buy women (and men) for sex. According to Gunilla Ekberg (2004), 

a Swedish advisor on issues of prostitution, by criminalizing clients who buy sex, the 

government has been successful in reducing the number of sex workers and the amount 

of sex traffic as well as client demand. This last chapter illustrates the need for additional 

research if we are to better understand how different legal policies affect various sex 

market outcomes.  

Making Sex Work is a good read for those interested in the politics and history of 

the Australian prostitution industry. The reader looking for more serious economic 

analysis might be disappointed. This book is well intentioned and strives to influence 

Australian policy on sex work. Unfortunately, though it touches on obviously imperative 

issues, the evidence presented in this book offers very little conclusive evidence to 

support any policy recommendations. 
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