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Abstract

The Life History of Aged Prostitutes

— Focused on the Meaning of Family, Work, and Aging —

Shin Grina
Interdisciplinary Program in Gender Studies
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

The point of departure of this study was the acknowledgment of three facts:
only a very limited number of studies concemn the experiences of prostitutes
although the experiences of the women directly involved have been emphasized
greatly; even a few studies taking account for the experiences have focused on
so called ‘young women; and they were based on segmental thoughts of
prostitution in the binary of ‘being victimized vs, making the choice by free
will" without contextualizing their experiences of selling sex in the holistic sense
of life. This critical awareness became more specified through my own
experiences with prostitutes and the realization of the gap between academic

studies on prostitution and the actual field of prostitution, Thus I decided to
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study the life history of prostitutes in their 50s and 60s who had been selling
sex for a living for thirty years or more. The experiences of the aged prostitutes
had been excluded in the academic and practical forum of discussion, although,
in order to broaden the understanding of prostitution and prostitutes, it is
methodologically critical to look into the accumulated experiences of these
women who are able to retrospectively construct their entire lives and to locate
their experiences of selling sex within such context. Listening to the aged
prostitutes about their experiences through the method of oral life history does
not aim to discover the objective truth of the past but to understand their
present lives by comprehending their subjective truths constructed at the time of
the speech. I have known the participants of this study since 2009 and they
currently ‘work’ on their own at flophouses or on streets around the S brothel

district,

This paper revolves around three different axes. The first shows the entire
process of this research from agonizing over the best methodology to study
prostitutes’ experiences to reconstructing their life history chronologically and
drawing conclusions while working together with the participants, Therefore, this
study is a creative construct which was made through interactions between the
participants and me as a researcher, The second presents the ‘Teconstruction of
their life history’ of which my participants and 1 collaborated on, The
participants not only provided their oral data, but also took part in editing and
reconstructing it chronologically, The purpose of this ‘reconstruction of their life
history'is to understand their individual lives based on lives the participants
shared, The third is comparative Tlife history analysis’ under the topics of family,
work, and aging while taking into account the individual contexts of their lives,
The constructed fife history analysis’ focused on the participants™ differences and
similarities while following the major topics and provides the backgrounds of

which will help us to understand the ulterior stories the 'life history analysis’
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does not mention,
Analyses results are as followed.

1) The experiences within one’s family affect participants greatly when
constructing and interpreting their own life-world, The participants experienced
poverty not only on the economic level, but also emotional level while growing
up. Ones who were brought to the labor market instead of school due to the
families’ survival strategy mostly formed their identities apart from their own
desires or rights and adapted to the gendered division of roles as informal
sector laborers, They strategically chose marriage as a chance either to ‘exit the
poverty or to ‘autonomously become independent,” The solid class boundaries,
however, caused their prospects to fail and pushed them to the labor market
once again and most of them re/entered prostitution in this process. The
participants with weaker familial bonds began forming communal lives while
‘working', living, and orienting themselves around the S brothel district for

almost thirty years,

2) The participants consider their ‘work’ in prostitution in the continuum of
their interpretations of their labor experiences in the past. The nature of their
labor experiences was comprised of low wage and hard labor, while reducing
them to sexual beings by demanding womanly service, sacrifice, kindness, and
even their sexuality as a part of the labor resources. The jobs they had in
common such as housekeeper, bus conductress, factory worker were especially
marginalized and they were called ‘women to be observed’ in the bigger frame
of the labor market including the state and the sex industry. Because they
interpreted ‘work’ in prostitution based on their past labor experiences, they
could not distinguish the exploitation and violence of which prostitution caused,
Nevertheless, it is not apt to conclude they were lethargic to the social
judgment and stigma on ‘working’ in prostitution, Although they chose to ‘work’

in prostitution for financial reasons, their commodity value kept falling and their
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dealing with clients became tougher the longer they worked since they are rated
by their sexuality in the prostitution market, This was the reason these aged

participants could not avoid poverty by selling sex.

3) The meanings of their aging and bodily changes differ depending on their
age group and their place of ‘work,” Because the changing value based on the
appearance and the intense physical labor in the prostitution market, the
participants’ bodies directly connect to the capital, However, their age already
had past the period of competing with each other’s good looks and they were
more concerned about their health changes directly affecting their livelihoods,
Even though they did not verbally mention that the time where they would
have to quit ‘working' in prostitution was soon to come, their dependence on
welfare policies and support from women’s organizations showed that they had
realized their lacking productivity and had begun seeking a direction for their
lives afterwards. The longer they live as prostitutes, the more control—such as
management of stigma—they achieve, but at the same time, their social isolation
gets deeper, Despite the fact that their present lives have not changed much
from the past in the sense of poverty and the absence of social relations, they
did not stay in their misery, The participants’ will to re/signify themselves and
the society and to unravel their lives with their positivity is the survival strategy
they have obtained over years of experience and such will shows the possibility

of new lives,

This study holds its significance in the sense that it broadens the understanding
of aged prostitutes and considers the gender-economy system structuring
prostitutes’ experiences and choices, It reveals not the way the other lives but
the process of the other being created, and the implication of this study will
affect other feminist academics' work and practices attempting to take action
against human rights violations in and outside of the structure of prostitution,

Why do they say that they are happy now? It is impossible to discuss
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prostitutes’ choices and their autonomy without understanding the context where
actions and concepts lie. Conducting this study made me turn to the question
of whether the society has been properly responding to the experiences
prostitutes go through as women and whether the society is ready to respond
to them. It is crucial to think about the circumstances of which structured the
choices of the participants. I did not take experiences in prostitution considering
differences among generations, labor experiences, and regions into account for

this study and anticipate more studies on these to come.

Keywords : prostitution, prostitutes, life history, family, work, aging
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