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“It took women a century to win the right to vote in Germany. New Zealand was the first
country to grant suffrage to women, and also the first country to decriminalize sex work
in modern history. This is not a coincidence.

It is tempting to think that the battles of gender equality, migrant equality, queer and
trans liberation, and other more have been won, but sex work proves how far women and
queer people have yet to go to be believed when they articulate their own reality. Despite
applying, no sex workers have been hired for the panel of “experts” that will decide what
becomes of the Prostituiertenschutzgesetz; hate mail regarding this exhibition and
demonstrations planned against it rely on arguments that sex workers like us should not
be believed because we are “too traumatized” or „too privileged to speak“. Yet we speak
from our experiences, and we speak from the position of community, connected across
the globe and across classes, genders and types of experiences in sex work. They are
experiences of violence, experiences of degrees of choice, experiences of community,
experiences of agency. We are not silent. This exhibition invites you to listen, rather than
to project.

As sex workers who are also researchers, we have worked in archives and built on
existing research over the past years. Going to the archives, we encounter mainly police
and state documents. Historical accounts of the regulation of sex work, we know that
this is not the full picture. First hand accounts of sex workers exist across the centuries,
but remain scattered and rare. This is why, in 2016, we founded the sex worker led
archive Objects of Desire, that is an important part to this exhibition. It makes sex
worker stories from inside the work accessible, collecting them online and in exhibitions
across the globe. These stories are about violence, about surprising mundane details,
they may be humorous or sad. In short, they are about the material conditions of the
work in various areas – from the brothel to the street, from porn to massage parlours,
from escorting to web camming. In this exhibition, the Objects of Desire stories invite
the audience to “meet” sex worker experiences of today. For the exhibition, new ones
were researched with sex workers in brothels, on the street or independent workers in
Bonn, Cologne and Hamburg.

Researching and exhibiting the cultural history of sex work means claiming the right for
sex workers to see themselves as historical subjects – not only to be talked about,
demonized or pitied, but to see layers of experiences forming a culture in its own right.
Understanding that the regulation of sex work also has a long history helps politicians
preventing reinventing the wheel. Creating bureaucratic systems sorting sex workers into
those who can afford to work legally and those who are structurally excluded from
systems of registration dates back into late mediaval times.
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An exhibition like this could not take place in most of the world today, and so we would
like to thank Dr. Kraus and Johanna Adam for their vision in understanding that it’s
finally time for sex workers to have a voice on such a vast platform. We would also like to
thank the wonderful, friendly staff of the Bundeskunsthalle for their extremely hard
work over the last months and weeks. We are extra and we know it, and you are about to
see how extremely full the exhibition is.

Most sex work activism takes place in small, unfunded community groups and is
undertaken by people worn down by constant reminders that they are not yet equal
citizens under the law, who fight against economic and bureaucratic headwinds all day
and still show up for an evening meeting to resist and fight back. This exhibition is
dedicated to them and to the many sex workers all over the world who have been
incarcerated or deported in the name of being saved.

Decriminalization is our suffrage. We have been fighting for it for centuries. We clearly
still have a long way to go: Recently, hundreds of French sex workers petitioned the EU
Human Rights Court, claiming that the institution of the Nordic Model (in German
Sexkaufverbot) in France violated their human rights by causing increases in robberies,
assaults, rapes, STIs, and the murders of 10 sex workers in 6 months. The court ruled that
the Nordic Model did not violate their human rights because violence is inextricable
from sex work. We have a long way to go to untangle narratives that aim at „rescuing“
without listening. An exhibtion like the one we present today aims at differentiating the
vast picture of what sex work is - an intersectional history of women, queers, of class and
migration. It details a history that is still being written and researched.
Yet today is a victory that should be celebrated.

Please believe women; believe sex workers; and thank you for being here.”
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