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Abstract  

The closure of Dolly's localization did not eradicate the stigma attached to women who 

are former sex workers. Discussion around the issue of women sex workers often 

focused on discrimination and violence. However, it paid little attention to the 

challenges of individuals struggling to achieve autonomy and human rights after leaving 

prostitution. The research aims to understand how former sex workers navigate stigma 

and reclaim their autonomy and human rights after the closure of Dolly's localization. 

Ten women identified needs, aspirations, concerns, and issues related to their lives, 

using Standpoint Feminism Theory to position them as authorities on their experiences. 

The research voices the three themes: (1) public and self-stigma, (2) positive 

motherhood narratives in combating stigma, and (3) strategies in responding to stigma. 

The photovoice method empowers participants to tell their stories directly and 

accurately, fostering a participatory knowledge process between researchers and 

participants. The study contributes to expanding the discussion on the reintegration of 

women affected by post-prostitution, filling gaps in existing literature on empowerment 

and stigma reduction strategies. 
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Introduction  

Women involved in prostitution are among the most stigmatized individuals in society (Sallmann, 

2010; Tomura, 2009). They are socio-politically and academically represented as a group whose 

aspirations are neglected, with minimal engagement and participation. Stigmatization persists 

even after women have exited prostitution. However, most research indicates that leaving 

prostitution is a complex and difficult process to halt (Baker et al., 2010). The complexity exists 

on various levels and often includes trauma, challenges with mental and physical health, poverty, 

discrimination, and marginalization (Brown et al., 2006). Studies on the impact of stigma on 

individuals vary; for instance, there is a high prevalence of depression and suicide associated with 

unique aspects of their work, such as violence perpetrated by partners (Le et al., 2010; Sagtani 

et al., 2013; Yuen et al., 2016).  Global stigma studies still predominantly focus on their status as 

sex workers, as seen in China where stigmatization of female sex workers contradicts traditional 

Chinese values and expected social roles for women. Moreover, previous research involving 
female sex workers has often focused only on inherent issues such as drug use, violence, sexually 

transmitted diseases, and contraceptive misuse, inadvertently reinforcing stigma (Jani & Felke, 

2017; Karandikar & Frost, 2013; Karandikar & Gezinski, 2013; Swendeman et al., 2015). The 

situation has the potential to exacerbate layered stigmas, meaning additional stigmas will be 

added on top of existing ones (Nyblade, 2006). Although previous research has highlighted 

significant challenges faced by sex workers, it is crucial to shift this perspective to examine the 

experiences of sex workers from a strength-based approach to enhance empowerment and 

foster community and individual growth for social justice (Burnes et al., 2012; Turner & Maschi, 

2015). 
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Individuals working in red-light districts need protection regardless of their employment status, 

even though sex work is synonymous with vulnerability and individual pleasure. The role of 

former sex workers should be considered as strategic partners of the government in efforts to 

promote human development and health among vulnerable groups. It is also responds to the 

stigma perpetuated by institutional or structural levels. Empirical evidence from such initiatives 

has the potential to reduce stigma and promote health efforts among female sex workers 

(FSWs). For example, in Brazil, the government collaborated with non-governmental 

organizations to design effective interventions targeting FSWs. These interventions employed a 

tolerant and respectful approach, with the government often referring to FSWs as "partners" in 

Brazil's fight against AIDS. In India, the Sonagachi Project empowers FSWs, actively leading 

successful HIV prevention and health promotion programs (Jana et al., 2004). In the UK, clinical 

psychology services were established to provide psychological and counseling services accessible 

to FSWs (Stevenson & Petrak, 2007). 

 

In Indonesia, following the closure of the largest red-light district in Southeast Asia, "Dolly," 

challenges related to prostitution stigma persist. Despite adopting new job statuses, former sex 
workers working outside the red-light district are still stigmatized by their colleagues, such as 

foremen, supervisors, or other female peers. Words like degraded, corrupt, disrespectful, and 

unworthy have been used to describe women involved in prostitution (Tomura, 2009). A 

preliminary study on the empowerment support for former sex workers in the Dolly area of 

Surabaya indicates that women who were once sex workers continue to be viewed as sinful and 

shameful, despite working outside of prostitution. In addition to the frequently attached labels, 

they often experience verbal abuse, being called prostitutes, and the normalization of physical 

abuse towards them. As a result of this treatment, they often feel ashamed. For some individuals, 

this sense of shame manifests itself in discrimination. 

 

"Many of them feel ashamed, feel like they are not accepted and treated differently in their 

workplace, by foremen, by men in their workplace, because they know what these women's 

pasts were like." (Mrs. E, 48 years old). 

 

Stigma towards women who were former sex workers ultimately remains similar to the status 

of other female sex workers, and a clear pattern for why this stigma is given has not yet emerged. 

Despite consistent social science research on sex workers, the focus has not been on what is 

attached to them. When sex work is discussed in the context of discrimination or violence, the 

discussion is not comprehensive regarding women who have already quit. The need to explore 

individual challenges within the framework of autonomy, human rights, or self-regulation is also 

overlooked. The oversight can contribute to the enduring stereotypes and stigmatization of 

former sex workers. It was a significant negligence. 

 

The study highlights the complexity of experiences post-closure of red-light districts, and these 

difficulties can be well illustrated by those who have experienced the impact. Positioning women 

as affected in a broader context has the potential to capture diverse subjectivities and varied 

experiences and the complexity post-red-light district closure. The research goes beyond 

traditional qualitative research approaches by applying the photovoice methodology to women 

affected by the closure of red-light districts. Participants engage in representing visuals 

(photography) to produce art, collaboratively creating knowledge, and raising awareness of their 

needs (Wang et al., 2000). The research aims to gain a deeper and more complex understanding 

of the lived experiences of women affected by the closure of red-light districts through artistic 
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photography. We use Standpoint Feminism theory to ensure that knowledge outcomes are 

constructed from the participation of individuals representing themselves, their groups, or their 

communities. The use of this theory is more sensitive to understanding direct experiences as 

women and their social realities. Epistemic privileges are granted to participants because they 

know different things from those with privileges based on what they experience and how they 

understand it (Harding, 2004). It is particularly relevant to the application of the photovoice 

methodology, where women are regarded as authorities in their own lives and hold the power 

to construct knowledge through their visual voices. 

 

Incorporating feminist theory into the photovoice methodology will enhance this participatory 

process by ensuring that marginalized voices are authentically represented, and their lived 

experiences are not oversimplified. As Coemans et al. (2017) emphasize, applying feminist and 

empowerment frameworks in photovoice is crucial to challenging hegemonic narratives. Feminist 

theory enriches the findings of photovoice studies, protects against superficial representations 

of empowerment and ensures that women's complex realities are recognized and understood. 

The lens of feminist theory grants epistemic privilege to participants, positioning them as experts 

in their own experiences (Harding, 2004), thus empowering women to challenge and resist 
societal stigmas through visual storytelling. 

 

Therefore, this research seeks to explore post-closure localization experiences from the 

perspective of affected women, using photovoice to empower them to represent their narratives 

and create a more nuanced understanding of their lived realities. This research, which 

incorporates feminist principles, critically engages with the layered stigma faced by these women 

and offers a framework for understanding how they navigate their identities and social 

relationships after exiting prostitution. This approach aims to shift the discourse from 

victimization to one that emphasizes agency, resilience, and empowerment, contributing to social 

justice and advocacy efforts for former sex workers. 

 

Method 

Design  

The qualitative study employs a modified photovoice method with group discussions, differing 

from the original photovoice approach (Wang & Burris, 1997), as the primary data collection 

method. It is a modified photovoice method previously used to collect data on adolescents 

(Bunga et al., 2022) and vulnerable communities in West Timor (Kiling et al., 2019).  

 

Participants 

The study involves 10 former female sex workers who still reside in the former Dolly red-light 

district in Surabaya. The sample size is chosen based on the trend of photovoice implementation 

involving 8 to 15 participants (Febriyantoko, 2021; Hidayah et al., 2020; Novianty & Garey, 2020). 

The purposive sampling technique is utilized with three main criteria: (a) former female sex 

workers who have worked or are currently working in other sectors post-closure of the red-

light district, (b) still residing or active in the Dolly area, and (c) possessing the ability to operate 

gadgets and cameras. The research has obtained permission from the Institutional Ethics 

Committee of the University of Surabaya with the number 90/KE/III/2023.   

 

Procedure 

The research stages refer to several previous implementations of photovoice (such as Harley, 

2012; I. Y. Kiling et al., 2022; Wayan Ekayanti & Puspawati, 2021), adjusted by the researcher 

based on participant conditions, such as photo-taking ability and availability of time. Generally, 
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the following stages are undertaken: (1) the researcher identified participants through key 

persons of local community networks to ensure accessibility and trust. Each potential participant 

was provided with a detailed explanation of the study's objectives, procedures, and their rights 

to promote transparency and consent. Only after obtaining consent were participants invited to 

join the research; (2) the researcher conducted a group discussion to build trust. During the 

discussion, participants are asked to describe their feelings through mental images; (3) 

participants are instructed to take photos related to the questions. The instruction given to 

participants is "please take relevant photos that can be used to explain your experiences after 

working elsewhere"; (4) participants take pictures for one week. Research assistants facilitate 

the photo-taking process, and the images are confirmed with participants for their 

appropriateness; (5) all participants use their mobile phones to capture images for this research; 

and (6) the photos are then discussed by participants and the research team in subsequent group 

discussions. 

 

Research questions 

The main questions for each photo are "why did you take this picture, and what does it mean to 

you?" To ensure effective communication and understanding, linguistic and cultural nuances are 
addressed through local languages (Indonesian and Javanese-Surabaya). The researcher is fluent 

in these languages and ensures that participants’ voices are accurately conveyed.. Conversations 

are recorded using the recording feature available on the devices. Discussions are conducted for 

an average of three to four hours weekly over two months. In the final meeting, a validation 

session is conducted to confirm the alignment between participants' stories and their photos. 

The thematic analysis identifies and develops themes from participants' photos and group 

discussion narratives. The process begins by transcribing recorded discussions and categorizing 

them into key themes based on recurring patterns, meanings, and concepts. The researcher 

analyzes these themes in the context of participants' experiences, ensuring the findings reflect 

their lived realities. Themes are refined through iterative rounds of coding and validation with 

participants in follow-up meetings to ensure their perspectives are accurately represented. The 

study strictly followed ethical guidelines. Participants gave informed consent after understanding 

the study's purpose, voluntary participation, and their right to withdraw at any time. Anonymity 

was maintained using pseudonyms and removing personal data. Emotional support was provided 

by trained assistants during discussions, with referrals to local services offered if needed. 

 

Result  

The photovoice process yielded three main themes representing the voices of former female sex 

workers, as follows: (1) public and self-stigma; (2) positive motherhood narratives in combating 

stigma; and (3) strategies for responding to stigma. These themes were constructed through an 

iterative process of analyzing the photographs and accompanying narratives shared by 10 women, 

each with unique backgrounds and experiences in the red-light district (see Table 1). The analysis 

revealed recurring patterns and meanings across multiple participants’ stories, reflecting their 

shared experiences and perspectives,  
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Table 1 

Participant profile 

No Participant* Background 

1 Maya Single parent with two children 

2 Siska Outsourcing staff and human trafficking victim 

3 Lidya Freelancer 

4 Yuni Single parent with a son 

5 Atik Mother with a son 

6 Cece Mother with a toddler 

7 Mufida Human trafficking victim 

8 Susi Non-permanent resident in Surabaya 

9 Nanik Single parent with two daughters 

10 Lia Coffee maker 

*The participant names were applied under a pseudonym. 

 

 

Theme 1. public and self-stigma 

The public stigma surrounding sex work shapes how individuals view themselves. Yuni, a single 

mother, describes the profound impact of negative judgment on her self-perception. She 

illustrates this through a photograph of a black coffee cup, symbolizing the idea that “black is not 

necessarily dirty, and white is not necessarily pure.” She explains, "That is how everyone judges me. 

Those criticizing me may not necessarily be good people, but they always perceive me as bad. I am called 

‘a base sex worker,’ even though I strive to lead a virtuous life. In their eyes, I’m still just a sex worker." 

Yuni’s image evokes deep reflections on the societal dichotomies of purity and impurity. The 

black coffee cup serves as a metaphor for the labelling process, where her past occupation as a 

sex worker is inescapable despite her desire to redefine herself. It reflects the ingrained 

stereotypes against sex workers prevalent in society. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. A Cup of black coffee by Yuni (left) and Own Footsteps by Maya (right) 

 

Similarly, Maya’s photograph of two feet walking alone symbolizes her experience of social 
isolation, especially from her own family. After accruing large debts, Maya was marginalized by 

her relatives, reflecting a deeper emotional and social stigma, “I was hated and ignored by my family 

because of the debt. If they needed something, they only asked me. Since then, I realized that I have to 

walk alone.” This theme highlights the internalized stigma these women face, further compounded 

by the judgment from their families and broader society. The emotional toll of stigma contributes 

to their ongoing struggles with identity and belonging. A single mother, Nanik feels the negative 
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impact of stereotypes from her job. She faces false accusations and fights against the stereotype 

of being a thief. Baseless accusations are received from her boarding house neighbours. She buries 

this heartache and transforms it into motivation to work hard and use her job to support herself 

and educate her child. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2. Three family glasses by Nanik (left) and a miniature crocodile by Lia (right) 

 

The photo she took features three glasses to represent herself and her two children, narrating, 

"I am a single parent living with my two children. My neighbours accused me because of my job. However, 

I have never committed theft. The accusations deeply hurt me. Is it just because of my job that people 

can easily accuse me?" Lia, a coffee seller, bears the stigma and harsh words from her neighbours. 

Her photo features a miniature crocodile, narrating, "I used to be talked about by neighbours like 

this: 'Girls should not come home late.' They said I was an entertainer, a sex worker, a mistress, and even 

called me a land crocodile." What she experiences is not responded to reactively; she remains 

steadfast and finds ways to prove her worth as an individual beyond the judgments of others. 

 

Theme 2. positive motherhood narratives in combating stigma 

This theme highlights how several participants have used motherhood as a source of 

empowerment and a tool to challenge the stigmatization they face due to their past involvement 

in sex work. For many participants, being a mother was framed as a defining aspect of their 

identity, helping them to resist the societal label of “sex worker” and reframe it through a lens 

of care, love, and responsibility. Atik, a single mother, diligently pursues her work despite 

receiving disdainful looks for her profession as a sex worker. Atik demonstrates a firm attitude 

to fulfilling her and her child's needs, disregarding societal judgments until she reaches a point 

where she is content with her work and able to meet daily needs. The photo she took features 

a bite of rice on her hand, conveying, "I do my current job earnestly to get a bite of rice. However, I 

often receive scornful looks from people who know about my job. Because it happens so frequently, I feel 

normal and no longer care about their actions. I am just enough to work and meet daily needs."   
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Figure 3. A bite of rice by Atik (left) and a sprig of lay flowers by Cece (right) 

 

 

Similar situations occur for Cece; her job as a karaoke guide is perceived differently from her 

previous role as a housewife. Despite the decline in society's perception of her, she remains 

resilient and strong in her role as a homemaker. The photo she took features a sprig of flowers, 
and she narrates, "I used to liken myself to a flower that was always praised, but now I liken myself to 

a withered flower because people consider me the worst, labelled as a mistress, having no money, being 

poor, and being slandered. However, I am a mom."  Motherhood as a protective and redemptive 

identity plays a crucial role in resisting the stigma attached to sex work. Participants often 

expressed how the role of motherhood allowed them to redefine their self-worth and counteract 

public judgment. For many, the positive narrative of motherhood becomes a counter-narrative 

to the dominant stereotype of "fallen women" associated with sex work. 

 

Theme 3. strategies in responding to stigma  

This theme explores the strategies participants use to cope with or confront the stigma attached 

to their past. The strategies range from internalizing positive self-affirmations to advocating for 

other women in similar circumstances. Many participants emphasized the importance of forming 

strong personal and social networks to help mitigate the impact of stigma. Siska, an outsourcing 

worker, has experienced harsh treatment, felt belittled, and has been a victim of human trafficking. 

Today, she focuses on her journey towards independence and a better personality. She does not 

forget bad experiences, but she understands that bad experiences will never be forgotten; 

whoever experiences them, she and other women. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Cayenne pepper by Siska (left) and coins money by Lidya 
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The photo she took depicts chilli peppers, conveying, "I used to be constantly labelled as a sex 

worker and subjected to various harsh words, but I remained silent. I tried to be good, but people only 

looked down on me. Now I realize, let people say what they want, I just. Want to become better." From 

her perspective, she has taken control of her life and opted to concentrate on personal growth, 

regardless of society's disempowering views. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 5. A Padlock by Mufida (left) and Quiet night street by Susi (right) 

 

Additionally, some participants discussed the importance of collective support, where they 

created solidarity within their communities. These coping strategies are integral to the 

participants' ability to navigate their daily lives while minimizing the emotional toll of stigma. 

Mufida, a woman leading a community, has faced stigma related to divorce and her struggle to 

support herself and her children. She is judged as a ‘damaged woman’ and a ‘village person without 

skills.’ The photo she took features a padlock, narrating, "Due to divorce, I work alone and come 

home late. I am considered a dirty woman, a damaged woman, because I struggle to support myself and 

my child. Moreover, I am regarded as a villager without skills and education. Even everything feels so 

dark and locked when I was sold to someone." She slowly turns this situation into a catalyst for 

success and self-empowerment.  Another participant, Susi, faces stigma and unpleasant treatment 

from her spouse. While on a deserted night street, she engages in a verbal altercation with her 

partner. She receives curses, is grabbed, and forcibly pulled along the night street. The photo she 

took analogizes the situation on the night street, narrating, "In this dark street, I have experienced 

insults and mistreatment from a man I know and consider my lover. But that dark period is now in the 

past. Now I can stand alone." After going through difficult times filled with insults and mistreatment, 

she finds the strength to live independently and enthusiastically. She seeks to challenge this view 

and turn this experience into a source of empowerment: joining a community and mobilizing 

other women to become aware of their disempowering situation. 

 

Lidya, a miscellaneous worker and mother, challenges negative perceptions of low-wage 

employment. For her, money holds a deeper meaning, representing the ability to meet daily needs. 

She illustrates how the small change she collects has value and meaning. The photo she took 

features paper bills and small denomination coins, narrating, "I see myself as a penny warrior hoping 

to support and educate my child. However, people often associate small changes with poverty. The 

collected small change can be used to cover daily expenses." She transforms the negative view of small 

change as a symbol of poverty into a more positive perspective. This theme also connects to the 

broader concept of resilience, which examines how individuals and groups develop coping 

strategies to overcome adversities. The women in this study demonstrated immense resilience 

by finding ways to reframe their experiences and seek empowerment in their personal lives. 
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Discussion  

The social stigma against sex work is based on notions of female sexuality and continues to be a 

significant source of discrimination. Although sex workers often choose this occupation to 

overcome social and economic challenges, they still face strong stigma and moral condemnation, 

especially in countries like Indonesia. Female sex workers are often portrayed as victims of sexual 

depravity and immoral behavior, while the role of male clients tends to be overlooked in social 

discourse (Hallgrímsdóttir et al., 2008). These views negatively impact sex workers' mental well-

being and self-image, as well as create a hierarchy of stigma among them, where they stigmatize 

each other based on perceived status (Toubiana & Ruebottom, 2022), complicating their social 

support networks and hindering efforts to find solidarity. Former sex workers often have to 

battle negative stereotypes related to their past, such as being labelled as victims, criminals, or 

perverts, which can hinder their access to mental health support and other resources (Lake, 2013; 

Rayson & Alba, 2019). However, many former sex workers actively fight against this stigma by 

redefining themselves as women entrepreneurs, feminists, and activists, advocating for their civil 

rights and fighting for better social treatment (Lake, 2013). This research found resistance to 

stigma and efforts to build new identities that are more positive and empowering. 

 
The photovoice method allowed sex workers to visually represent their experiences, revealing 

unique insights into stigma and identity often missed by conventional methods. As a tool for 

knowledge translation and advocacy, photovoice addresses marginalized groups' needs by 

transforming their experiences into actionable insights for policymakers and communities (Ilagan 

et al., 2020). It fosters social connections and collaboration (Budig et al., 2018), enabling sex 

workers to build supportive communities essential for their empowerment and well-being. 

Through photography, participants promote solidarity, collective action, and societal change 

(Strack et al., 2022), challenging narratives that stigmatize or misrepresent them. Additionally, 

photovoice captured nuanced aspects of their resilience and coping mechanisms, enriching their 

understanding of how stigma affects their self-perception and overall well-being. For instance, "A 

Cup of Coffee" visual representations image symbolize societal dichotomies of purity and 

impurity, with the black coffee cup representing the persistent labelling and stereotypes tied to 

her past as a sex worker, despite her efforts to redefine herself. 

 

Negative stigma is experienced not only by the public but also by oneself. Research shows that 

internalized acceptance of negative social beliefs about oneself correlates with increased 

loneliness and decreased mental well-being among sex workers (Hart et al., 2023). This stigma, 

characterized by negative self-stereotyping and social alienation, is prevalent among sex workers 

and can persist even after they leave the profession. Self-stigma adversely affects psychological 

health and becomes a barrier to seeking health care (Huber et al., 2019),  and predicted lower 

mental well-being and higher loneliness among sex workers (Hart et al., 2023). External social 

views and internal dynamics within the sex work community, where stigma hierarchies can exist, 

influence this internalized stigma (Toubiana & Ruebottom, 2022). For example, street sex workers 

are rated lower in the stigma hierarchy compared to indoor sex workers as they are perceived 

to have a more controlled and safe working environment. The internalization of stigma reduces 

self-esteem, making it difficult for former sex workers to reintegrate into society and pursue new 

opportunities. 

 

Ultimately, the stigmatization of former sex workers in Indonesia, particularly in the formal 

employment sector, is a complex issue influenced by societal perceptions, legal frameworks, and 

economic conditions. This stigma is deeply rooted in social norms that reflect society's negative 

views and sex workers' internal struggles against such stigmatization (Marsih & Saragih, 2022). 
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Research shows that individuals who previously worked in the informal sector, including sex 

work, tend to face more barriers to entry and acceptance into formal employment compared to 

other workers. This situation confirms that barriers in the transition from informal to formal 

employment occur and prolong the cycle of discrimination and marginalization (Pratomo & 

Manning, 2022). In addition to the stigma aspect, efforts to transition from sex work to the legal 

sector often do not fully compensate for the loss of income, so many former sex workers 

continue to face financial difficulties. It makes it difficult for individuals to stay in the legal sector, 

prompting them to turn to the shadow economy in search of income (Setyawan et al., 2024). The 

growth of the shadow economy signals the need for better regulation and more efficient 

institutions, as stricter controls alone have a limited effect on reducing illicit work. 

 

Many sex workers, including those in clandestine prostitution, engage in this work due to a lack 

of viable alternatives in the formal economy, which is often exacerbated by limited education and 

job skills (Tucker, 2012). The criminalization and stigmatization of sex work significantly limit their 

opportunities for formal employment and social integration. Thus, addressing stigma and 

providing adequate support to former sex workers to enter the formal sector is crucial in 

reducing their marginalization and improving their well-being. Better regulations and more 
efficient institutions are needed to help former sex workers transition into formal employment 

and reduce dependence on the shadow economy. Without these efforts, former sex workers will 

continue to face discrimination, economic hardship, and social isolation, all of which exacerbate 

existing cycles of marginalization. Sex workers are often linked to economic hardship, with loan 

sharks and limited access to legal financial services preventing them from leaving prostitution. 

This study found that many face financial coercion from unemployed partners or relatives, 

increasing debt burdens. High-interest loans and exploitative practices, including "payday loans" 

from pimps, perpetuate a cycle of poverty that traps them in the industry, hindering financial 

independence. 

 

Sex workers who are also mothers face complex narratives, navigating social stigma and 

conflicting expectations regarding their roles. Studies show that many enter the profession not 

by choice but as the only way to make ends meet and provide a better life for their children (Ali 

et al., 2021; Dalla et al., 2019). They often become the backbone of the family when the male 

partner is unable or unwilling to fulfil the role. Their dual identities as sex workers and mothers 

are challenging but enable them to provide essential resources to the family. Sex work can be a 

means of achieving a respectable form of femininity that other livelihoods may not offer 

(Vijayakumar, 2022). The social stigma attached to sex work affects the maternal identity of sex 

workers, where they live in constant fear and lose confidence as good mothers if their profession 

is exposed. Research shows that social and institutional challenges, including criminalization and 

social inequality, further complicate their role as mothers (Ma et al., 2019). Despite facing heavy 

stigma, many sex worker mothers report that their involvement in sex work strengthens 

relationships with their children. They often prioritize their children's needs over their own 

(McCloskey et al., 2021). 

 

The experiences of survivors of human trafficking show that their role as mothers became a 

driving force to leave prostitution and strive for a better life for their children despite being faced 

with challenging circumstances. Through their efforts, sex worker mothers seek to evoke a 

narrative of good motherhood in the hope that their children will have access to a broader range 

of employment options in the future (Ali et al., 2021; Dalla et al., 2019). While sex workers often 

choose this work to overcome social and economic challenges, they face strong stigma and moral 

condemnation, particularly in countries like Indonesia. Research shows that some sex workers 
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use their earnings to provide a better future for their children, a decision driven by economic 

necessity amid limited employment opportunities and significant financial pressures (Dalla et al., 

2019; McCloskey et al., 2021). In Indonesia, sex workers must navigate a complex landscape of 

social, economic, and legal challenges to provide for their families. While the honourable 

intentions and self-sacrifice of sex worker mothers reflect their normative role as mothers, 

recognition of these sacrifices remains minimal in broader society (McCloskey et al., 2021). 

Indonesia's dominant patriarchal and paternalistic ideologies, such as Kodrat and Ibuism, limit 

women's rights and freedoms and reinforce gender hierarchies that do not recognize the diverse 

experiences of all mothers, including sex workers (Chin, 2018). Therefore, although the sacrifices 

made by sex worker mothers align with normative themes of motherhood, they remain 

unrecognized by Indonesian society, trapped in stigma, legal constraints, and patriarchal 

ideologies. 

 

Sex workers in Indonesia face stigma and moral conflict, so they use selective disclosure to 

maintain their identity (Ham & Gerard, 2014). In the context of Indonesia's Islamic moralistic 

culture and legislative restrictions on sex work, this strategy becomes a response to social 

pressure (Lee, 2024). Government policies to dismantle prostitution localizations have 
exacerbated the situation by pushing sex workers into more dangerous environments, increasing 

their safety risks and legal vulnerability (Dewantary et al., 2023). As a result, sex workers often 

create separate work identities with pseudonyms to protect themselves (Sanders, 2005). 

Confidentiality of employment status is challenging for outdoor sex workers who face higher 

public visibility. The closure of large prostitution areas such as Dolly and Kembang Kuning 

disrupted their economic and social resources, forcing many sex workers to adapt clandestinely 

or switch to other occupations (Sudarmo, 2019). In this context, intergroup empathy and helping 

dynamics are essential, as advantaged groups may help disadvantaged groups by being influenced 

by collective guilt and moral outrage (Nadler, 2016). 

 

Social identity and self-categorization theories suggest that the primacy of sex categories 

influences group behaviour and self-stereotyping, which in turn affects the collective actions and 

self-perceptions of sex workers (Hogg & Turner, 1987). Educational materials and social 

narratives shape the public perception and social position of sex workers, influencing their identity 

and collective action (Harris, 1963). Sex workers' experiences are often juxtaposed with other 

marginalized groups, where collective support and shared experiences play an essential role in 

overcoming social stigma and personal challenges (Finlay, 2012). This collective support helps sex 

workers find strength in solidarity and develop effective coping strategies to deal with external 

and internal pressures. Selective disclosure and manufacturing identities are vital strategies that 

sex workers use to protect themselves from the negative consequences of such stigma (Ham & 

Gerard, 2014; Sanders, 2005). Although government policies exacerbate the situation by pushing 

sex workers into more dangerous environments, solidarity and collective support among sex 

workers ex-Dolly offer hope for overcoming these challenges. 

 

While this study focuses on the lived experiences of female sex workers affected by the closure 

of the Dolly red-light district, it acknowledges the potential limitations of the standpoint feminism 

framework. The emphasis on amplifying women’s voices provides critical insights into their unique 

challenges. However, it may inadvertently overlook the perspectives of other genders or the 

interplay of factors such as class, race, and religion. However, this deliberate focus aligns with the 

study’s goal of highlighting the voices of a particularly vulnerable group within this context. By 

doing so, it contributes to addressing a significant gap in the literature regarding the impacts of 

policy changes on women in the sex work industry. Future research could adopt a more 
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intersectional approach to explore diverse perspectives and broaden the understanding of how 

structural inequalities and societal stigma impact different groups within the sex work industry. 

Such efforts would complement this study’s findings and contribute to a more comprehensive 

understanding of the broader social and economic dynamics. 

 

Conclusion  

This Photovoice research framed by Standpoint Feminism highlights how social stigma affects sex 

workers' mental health, self-identity, and economic opportunities. Sex workers use selective 

disclosure and constructed identities to cope with stigma. Government policies closing 

prostitution localizations have pushed them into more dangerous environments, increasing 

vulnerability. Collective support by groups is a way to overcome stigma and internalized 

discrimination, which harms their social integration. Based on the study’s findings, several 

actionable recommendations are proposed. Policy-wise, efforts should focus on decriminalizing 

sex work and providing targeted anti-stigma programs, along with improving access to social-

financial services, mental health support, and legal aid. Practically, training for law enforcement 

and healthcare providers to reduce discrimination, be marginalized-group friendly, as well as 

foster collaboration among NGOs and sex worker-led groups is essential. 
 

While the small sample size and qualitative approach limit generalizability, the study provides 

valuable, context-rich insights often missed by quantitative studies. The study acknowledges its 

limitations in capturing diverse gender perspectives and intersectionality. For future research, 

studies should involve more extensive, more diverse samples, including different genders in the 

sex work industry, and use mixed methods to explore stigma's long-term impact. An 

intersectional approach considering class, race, and religion is also recommended to understand 

diverse experiences better. 
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