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Voice, Boundary Work, and Visibility in Research on Sex
Work in Morocco

Anne Montgomery
Mailman School of Public Health, Columbia University, New York, USA

How might the ethnographer conduct research on health and suffering among populations who would
rather remain hidden? Drawing on my research with female sex workers in southern Morocco,
I suggest and demonstrate an approach that allows interlocutors’ discretionary practices to guide
ethnographic inquiry. I show how boundary work—as a politics of visibility founded on practices of
discretion, concealment, and distancing—emerged as central to my interlocutors’ livelihood strate-
gies and their efforts to enact moral personhood, integrate themselves into networks of solidarity, and
articulate social critiques. A methodological focus on discourses and practices of boundary drawing,
I argue, was essential for conceptualizing and representing the suffering of the women with whom
I worked. Using boundary work as a guide, the ethnographer does not give voice to suffering, but
learns how suffering is already voiced as part of attempts to survive, aspire, and become.

Keywords agency, HIV/AIDS, Morocco, representation, sex work

Today, the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) is one of two regions with the fastest grow-
ing HIV/AIDS epidemics in the world, concentrated among “key populations at higher risk”
(UNAIDS 2011:8). Across the region, massive efforts are currently underway to stop the epi-
demic by, in the words of UNAIDS (2010), bringing “those most at risk out of the shadows”
(n.p.). To avoid backlash against the state by conservative social groups, the World Bank urges
MENA governments to partner with nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) to provide outreach,
testing, and services to key populations (Abu-Raddad et al. 2010). Morocco has been singled out
as a regional exemplar for this approach (UNAIDS 2011).1 Moroccan NGOs running sex worker
programs receive the largest proportion of AIDS resources (UNAIDS 2011), yet they are charged
with a thorny task: serving and advocating for women engaged in practices that are socially con-
demned, haram [prohibited by Islam], and criminalized.2 As in other areas of the world, sex
workers in the MENA often face economic insecurity, discrimination, violence, and poor access
to health and social services. However, in contrast to the vocal public advocacy of sex worker
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organizations elsewhere, there are no sex workers’ unions or rights organizations in Morocco.
In fact, the term ‘sex worker’ [–āmilat al-jins3 or travailleuse du sex] has little currency outside
AIDS programs (Cheikh 2010). Academic-activist El Feki (2013) writes, “[sex workers] across
the Arab world are still in the shadows . . . [and] activism will be key to getting them . . . employ-
ment, education, and prosperity” (215). But why are sex workers hiding, and what of those who
prefer to remain hidden?

In this article, I draw on 12 months of participant observation with AIDS NGOs and women
engaged in transactional sex in Agadir, Morocco, in order to examine whether and how they
come ‘out of the shadows,’ and with what political and social consequences. A lack of sex-
worker organizing did not mean that women engaged in transactional sex were voiceless. On the
contrary, they were often fierce proponents for labor rights; they adamantly defended their own
moral status, and they largely believed the stigma against them was unjust. Yet, when it came to
sex work, they often preferred to remain in the shadows.

My broader project involved 26 months (2009–2013) of ethnographic research in six
Moroccan cities. I conducted 95 interviews with policymakers, activists, and staff and clients
of AIDS NGOs. In Agadir (June 2012–June 2013), I attended trainings, administrative meet-
ings, conferences, and public awareness events. I also participated in mundane tasks like filling
out paperwork and organizing HIV testing. I accompanied outreach workers while distributing
condoms, doing sexual health and condom demonstrations, and working in mobile testing clin-
ics. During this time, I recorded interviews with 33 women involved in transactional sex. I had
informal conversations and interactions with hundreds more while waiting for HIV testing results,
conducting outreach in homes and sex work sites, and visiting bars, nightclubs, and casinos. I also
became good friends with a handful of these women.

Using the Moroccan case, I demonstrate a methodical approach that allows interlocutors’ dis-
cretionary practices to guide ethnographic inquiry. In a transnational context that seeks to bring
sex workers, and their plight, out of the shadows, I focus on the ethics of representing those who
would rather remain hidden. How does the ethnographer conduct research that both makes their
suffering visible, yet constitutes an act of solidarity on their behalf (Scheper-Hughes 1995)? Or
as Biehl and Locke (2010) challenge: “What does it take for . . . the minor voices, missing peo-
ples . . . to acquire a social force and to attain recognition and political currency? What role can
anthropology play in this process, and how can we write in a way that unleashes something of
this vitality instead of containing it, reducing it, simplifying it?” (320) My aim in this article is
not to discredit or undercut what I came to view as brave and dedicated efforts of AIDS activists
and reformers who were, themselves, often critical of the imposition of international priorities
that failed to account for local needs and complexities. Instead, I indicate how the work of the
ethnographer might differ from that of the activist in this context.

Drawing on Asad (1992), I suggest that the task of the ethnographer is similar to that of the
translator. To translate the voices of the women with whom I worked raises the issues of “the
inequality of languages” (189) and the transformations forced upon local forms of expression as
they face the transnational demand for visibility and move into ethnographic texts. An effec-
tive translator, Asad argues, strives to understand a language on its own terms, which may
mean stretching and even transforming her own language—and dominant discourses embedded
therein—to accommodate new ways of being. Voice is thus conceptualized not as something
bestowed by the foreign advocate, but as contingent on the ethnographer’s emergent capac-
ity to listen to local forms of expression in particular contexts. Here, the translational task of
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ethnography requires a practice attentive to modalities of agency that operate through discretion
and evasion, not just visibility and assertion.4

It did not take long to realize the paradoxical nature of my project. While I endeavored to
study the negotiations and effects of bringing sex workers ‘out of the shadows,’ I myself was
entangled in the very politics of visibility I sought to study. Blond, green-eyed, freckled, and
speaking accented Arabic, I was unmistakably foreign. One NGO thus did not want me to be seen
with outreach workers at night. “Your presence would make the sex workers uncomfortable,” I
was told. “They’re worried you’ll attract the police.” Negotiating foreign influence is a problem
faced by many NGOs (Carapico 2002), but it is exacerbated in the context of AIDS NGOs in the
MENA that might be either perceived positively as conduits for ‘modernizing’ gender and sexual
mores, or criticized as facilitators of Western-inspired social corruption and extra-marital sex.
In fact, NGO staff—all of whom were Moroccan—worked hard to negotiate their own visibility.
They often told families and friends that they worked in HIV/AIDS, but many concealed their
outreach with sex workers. Some staff policed NGO beneficiaries to minimize visibility and avoid
problems in the neighborhood, asking men to stop hand gestures or effeminate behaviors (so as
not to appear ‘gay’), and encouraging sex workers to dress respectably, avoid explicit sexual
language in front of other beneficiaries, and not smoke in sight of the NGO.

While the ethnographer’s accidents, mistakes, and cultural gaffs may build rapport and gener-
ate insight in some fieldwork settings (Geertz 1973; Spadola 2011), in the precarious spaces of
AIDS NGOs, staff and beneficiaries feared my cultural differences would put them at risk. “This
isn’t Europe,” staff repeatedly reminded me. “Morocco is a Muslim country.” Their concerns
reflected Massad’s (2002) caution against “incitement to discourse” (371) and the potential of
gay or sexual rights campaigns to provoke counter-mobilization and policing. “Foreigners,” one
staff member told me with a smile, “don’t understand that publicizing sexuality isn’t always the
best way to promote progress.”

Thus, staff and sex worker beneficiaries were initially cautious around me. They would some-
times invite me to meetings, outreach, or events, and then not return my follow-up calls. They
would fail to show up for interviews, or evade particular questions. I worried: Was I a bad
researcher? Should I push harder for access? How could I conduct a compelling ethnography
while still respecting my interlocutors? Over the course of my fieldwork, I slowly began to see
beyond this deadlock. I realized that my interlocutors’ exclusions, evasions, and silences were
more than obstacles to overcome. Practices of boundary drawing were, themselves, a means by
which my interlocutors enacted a particular politics of visibility, endeavoring to define how others
saw their lives, hardships, and aspirations.

A methodological emphasis on discretion and concealment goes against the grain of a great
deal of research on sexuality in the MENA, and on sex work more generally, that celebrates
ethnographers for “successfully penetrating the barriers” to expose hidden intimacies (Weitzer
2010:262).5 It also requires challenging assumptions embedded in certain feminist and human
rights traditions that equate voice and agency with metaphoric and literal ‘unveiling’ (see, for
example, Lazreg 2009) or ‘coming out of the closet’ (Massad 2002; Puar 2001). My aim is not to
romanticize boundary work as a form of resistance or emancipation (Abu-Lughod 1990), how-
ever, but to take such practices seriously on their own terms, to examine how they function in the
everyday lives of my interlocutors within Morocco’s complex sociopolitical landscape. Here, I
draw on anthropological approaches that focus on quotidian and mundane aspects of sex workers’
lives, instead of reducing them simply to their sexual practices (Cheng 2012).
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Boundary work has been discussed extensively in research on sex work in Western contexts
as a means to enforce divisions between public and private selves (Bernstein 2007:49) and as a
normalization strategy to reduce stigma and discrimination (Weitzer 2009:221). By focusing on
these processes among women in transactional sex in southern Morocco, I follow in the tradition
of Kempadoo and Doezema (1998), who called on scholars to challenge the Western canon of
prostitution studies by foregrounding the voices of Third World sex workers. In this article, I
demonstrate how women in the sex trade used boundary work as a livelihood generation strategy.
In particular, they used boundary work to selectively craft narratives of suffering that emphasized
their victimhood, thereby casting themselves as members of the deserving poor. Yet, boundary
work emerged as more than an instrumental endeavor. It was also central to my interlocutors’
efforts to become respectful individuals deserving respect in return. It laid the groundwork for
their integration into networks of solidarity where they had social responsibilities and were enti-
tled to emotional and material support. Boundary work was used to redirect social critique to
narrate suffering in ways that illuminated, not sexual transgressions, but widespread socioeco-
nomic inequalities, corruption, and religious hypocrisy that left poor Muslim women little choice
but to engage in transactional sex. Through these narratives and practices, my interlocutors simul-
taneously de-exceptionalized sex work and redrew the boundaries of the Muslim community,
positioning their hardships alongside the injustices faced by a broader working class. However,
they did not expect that their boundary work would render them morally pure, and the pain they
described was that of living out a deep and irreconcilable paradox. Here, suffering emerged not
only in relation to poverty, discrimination, and violence, but also in the anguish of incomplete
and thwarted efforts at self-cultivation and becoming.

NARRATING VICTIMHOOD

In Agadir, as in other regions, transactional sex happened for money, rebellion, out of fear, to
care for children, to survive, for pleasure—the reasons and experiences were as diverse as those
engaging in the exchange. However, the women seeking services at the NGOs where I worked
represented a particular cross-section of those involved in transactional sex. They often lived in
the most precarious socioeconomic conditions. They came to the NGO in hope of being chosen
as a peer educator (with a small monthly stipend), being invited to volunteer trainings (with
transportation stipends), getting access to gynecological exams (and sometimes antibiotics), or
obtaining condoms or HIV tests. Some were pressured to come by friends. Others sought the
friendship and camaraderie that often permeated the NGOs.

These ‘sex workers’ were usually in their early 30s, 75% were divorced or widowed, 60%
had only primary education, and approximately 80% supported at least one additional person
(Johnston Bennani, Latifi, et al. 2013). Most women were single heads of households, could not
read or write, and had limited employment options. They cycled in and out of seasonal agri-
cultural and factory jobs where they worked long hours of hard labor, earning 5–10 dirhams
(approximately US $0.70–$1.40) per hour, for 12-hour days. Even in the ‘proletariat’ sex trade,
as one NGO staff member called it, sex work was usually more lucrative, paying 20–200 dirhams
(US $2.50–$25) per relation. On the whole, licit work options were hard to endure; for some, age
or physical condition made it impossible. And these women suffered in many other ways. They
had numerous ailments, illnesses, and infections and struggled to find time and money to see
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the doctor and pay for medication. They often faced discrimination from the very social service
providers to whom they went for help.

As elsewhere, the experience of transactional sex in Agadir depended on the security of work-
ing conditions and one’s social class. It was generally characterized by more fear and danger
for working-class women than for women in the luxury trade (Weitzer 2009). Agadir houses a
well-developed infrastructure of bars, night clubs, and hotels for women to go out, socialize, and
ply their trade at night. However, poverty and inequality rendered working-class women’s forays
into these more secure indoor locations difficult, socially damaging, and dangerous—whether
they went out for money or fun. Rent in Agadir proper was cost-prohibitive, transport to and
from the city at night was costly and uncertain, and some clubs had mandatory consumption fees.
Furthermore, to gain entry, one had to be well-dressed and well-coiffed, an expensive and time-
consuming process. Women had to invest significant resources or find a patron simply to go out
to the clubs.

It is important to emphasize that the experience of going out at night, and of transactional sex
in general, was not always negative but depended on context and social position. For some it was
an ambivalent source of excitement, anticipation, and fun.6 The few younger women at the NGOs
who had resources or connections to go out in Agadir’s clubs often enjoyed going out at night.
Kenza7 told me that she felt at ease in the clubs. People there were like her; they did not judge her.
Some of the older women also remembered having fun in the clubs when they were younger. “It
used to make me happy,” recounted Hajar. “Everyone looks at you when you’re young; you make
a lot of money. You feel good.” However, most of the women with whom I worked could not
afford access to these venues. Instead, they sought out regular clients who could be contacted by
phone, or they worked in more precarious locations like streets and taxi stands. For them, going
out at night was often marked by trepidation, anxiety, and danger. Many had been robbed, beaten,
or raped, and feared the police.

I was, and continue to be, profoundly affected by the deep injustices and pain that marked
these women’s lives. However, this topic—the suffering of Moroccan sex workers—is a repre-
sentational minefield. Critical feminist scholarship has highlighted the harm done by depicting
Muslim women (Abu-Lughod 2013; Ticktin 2008) or women in the sex trade (Vance 2012) as
innocents in need of rescue. Depicting these women as victims incapable of speaking on their
own behalf often misrepresents the nature of their suffering, paradoxically encouraging interven-
tions counter to their health, livelihoods, and aspirations. Given the lengths to which these women
went to negotiate their own visibility, I aimed to allow them to “set the parameters of what is
problematic” (Butt 2002:6) for themselves, to come ‘out of the shadows’ on their own terms.

Yet, women would often represent themselves as victims, crafting narratives that rendered vis-
ible certain aspects of their experiences while obscuring others. In Morocco, two main tropes
circulate about sex work in popular discourse (see, for example, Mdidech and Houdaïfa 2012).
The first links transactional sex to an erosion of social norms and growing materialism in
Morocco. The second marks sex as a survival strategy for poor women, particularly mothers,
who have been tricked or abandoned by men. The women with whom I worked most often identi-
fied with the latter category, and differentiated themselves from the former, particularly girls from
upper- or middle-class families who went out to bars and had sex for a drink or a meal, or just for
fun. Not only did rich girls steal their clients, my interlocutors argued, but they also embodied the
hypocrisy of Moroccan society. Yasmine put it succinctly: “Why do they call us whores, when
we’re the ones with families to feed?”
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Aspects of the victimhood trope were reinforced by the NGOs, and my own presence, as
women shaped their narratives to access resources. For example, marital status was often used as
a proxy indicator for ‘sex worker’; married women were sometimes ineligible for services, like
gynecological exams and free antibiotics, paid for by the NGOs’ sex work budgets. It was only
common sense, then, for women to present themselves as single, divorced, or widowed. During
one tape-recorded interview, for example, I asked Noura “Are you married?” She answered that
yes, she was. Then she panicked. “Erase that tape!” she told me. “You can’t tell the NGO that I’m
married. They’ll stop paying me as a peer educator!”

By performing local tropes of victimhood, some women also got more money from clients.
Chaima told me that clients often paid higher rates for sex if she told them she was a single mother.
Latifa said that when she needed money for her children’s schooling or medical bills, her regular
clients sometimes gave her extra. This strategy, however, is not unique to women in transactional
sex. In Morocco, there are deep cultural and religious traditions of charitable giving, particularly
from the rich and powerful to the poor and needy (Maarouf 2012). Commercial transactions are
not exempt from charitable compulsion and, like many other service workers, my interlocutors
used the phrase tahallā fiyya, ‘be generous with me’ (Willis and Maarouf 2010), or literally ‘care
for me,’ to ask to be paid well for their services.

By behaving respectfully and self-representing as members of the deserving poor, my inter-
locutors worked to establish themselves within the boundaries of a community where they were
entitled to request and receive material support. My intent here is not to adjudicate the veracity
of the women’s claims to victimhood, but to indicate the logic of their production and circula-
tion for local audiences in particular interactional contexts. This mode of self-narration, I argue,
represents a particular politics of visibility within contextually specific strategies of livelihood
generation. In the following section, I further explore strategies of visibility, suggesting that they
are not simple instrumental calculations, but that they are also integral to generative projects of
self-making, the cultivation of social relationships, and the articulation of social critique.

CULTIVATING THE SELF AND SOCIAL RELATIONS

In Morocco, practices of discretion are fundamental to being respected and respectful. The reflex-
ive verb ‘to be ashamed,’ tah. eshshem, has a very different connotation than its somewhat passive
English correlate. Tah. eshshem implies a positive process of self-cultivation, bringing oneself in
line with discourses of politeness, propriety, and discretion. Although the times, places, and tech-
niques of its enactment are contested, it still powerfully references imperatives in the performance
of moral personhood (Davis and Davis 1989; Guessous 1984; Newcomb 2009).8

Discretion, because it is practice-based, offered a way for women in transactional sex to behave
morally and respectfully, regardless of private activities. Appearing moral, or performing morality
publicly, was not a superficial act. This was based, in part, in local religious discourses. Islam can
be understood as a practice-based religion (Gellner 1969; Reddy 2005). One becomes a Muslim
in and through Islamic practices; performances are constitutive (Mahmood 2004). In discussions
of sexuality, I was often told that according to Islam, a public sin is worse than a private sin.
An oft-repeated refrain was that sins must be kept between you and God [bı̄nik ū bı̄n Allah]. The
logic went like this: exposing your depravity to others encourages them to do the same; the sin
then becomes normalized and harms society as a whole. By drawing boundaries and concealing
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sexual practices, these women were not simply pretending to be moral people, they were in fact
being moral people.

Most of my interlocutors actively tried to create distance between their transactional sex
activities and their local social worlds by moving away from families, sending children to live
with others, ‘going out’ in neighborhoods other than their own, and covering themselves so they
would not be recognized. Such practices often were presented as moral endeavors: acts deserving
respect, expressions of love, and even cultivation the of moral communities. Describing herself
and other women in the trade, Yasmine said:

The girls go to another place to go out. . . . They can’t do anything in the place they live. They have
to respect that place and respect their neighbors. . . . They put on jelāleb9 or melh. afāt,10 like this [she
wraps herself in fabric so only her eyes are exposed] . . . or they put on a head-scarf [zı̄f ] and when
they arrive at the bar they take all that off. They keep the place where they live clean [neqı̄].

Says Sabrina:

I don’t want girls to come over to my place. They’ll smoke and drink . . . and go out unveiled and
bring boys . . . then the neighborhood won’t respect you anymore. With me they say: “That one lives
alone. She always wears her jellāba.” . . . They say, “Poor thing [meskı̄na]. She is worthy of respect.
She works.” If I want to go out, I go out at night. I put on an –abāya11 . . . If you don’t respect
yourself, no one else will respect you.

Practices of concealment and discretion like those described by Yasmine and Sabrina were not,
of course, unique to women in transactional sex. For example, on the roads connecting Agadir
to the semi-urban sprawl where most low-wage workers lived, truckloads of women were bussed
to and from factories and farms, wearing a hodgepodge of cloth wraps, heads topped with base-
ball hats, mouths covered with fabric, sometimes sunglasses. My friend Hanane, who lived in a
factory-housing compound, told me that women “cover themselves at work so no one will rec-
ognize them. When they walk around the neighborhood or the market nobody will know they
work in a factory.” Women in low wage work outside the home—in farms, factories, markets,
and coffee shops—all faced, to some degree, challenges in negotiating their reputations (Cairoli
2012; Kapchan 1996). Illicit sexual encounters in (working-class) mixed-sex environments were
often simply assumed, whether they occurred or not, and practicing discretion was an important
way for women to protect their reputations.

Keeping distinct boundaries was also a way of cultivating respect and showing care for others.
For many women, it meant being separated from their children. Latifa told me:

I left my daughter with my sister. And I send money for her to go to school. The most important thing
is for her to live a respectable life, not to stay here with me in the house with other girls. She’ll see
this girl getting dressed, that girl doing her make up. That one smokes. That one drinks. That one
smokes hashish . . . and a little girl sitting there and watching and listening to this terrible language?
So I sent her to my sister’s and I send money to pay for her, so she can live a respectable life.

Through distancing, discretion, and concealment my interlocutors enacted what they viewed
as caring and respectful relationships. These acts were not simply superficial performances of
morality, but means of becoming moral people. Such discretionary practices also implicated my
interlocutors in reciprocal relations where they had social responsibilities and were entitled to
support and assistance. For example, Ines told me:
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I go out far away, and leave my neighbors out of it. Nobody knows. . . . My neighbors respect me and
I respect them. . . . If I’m sick they look in on me; if I need something I go knock on their door and
they’ll give it to me.

Similarly, one evening, I joined Karima for her daily walk around her neighborhood, a work-
ing class area outside the city. She told me she respected her neighbors by keeping her nighttime
activities discreet. “If you don’t, no one will ask after you. No one will help you.” Karima’s neigh-
bors, she said, appreciated her difficult situation: she was living alone, her son was in Europe, and
her husband had left her and no longer sent money. This afternoon, she received and provided sev-
eral small favors. Her friend at the patisserie offered us a free smoothie. Her neighbor ran outside
in a downpour to gather belongings Karima had left airing in the sun. Karima received a call from
another neighbor, who was delayed at the market, and we rushed to her apartment building to
welcome the neighbor’s grandchildren as they returned from school. A friend came to check on
Karima, bringing a glass of hot chocolate and a freshly baked cake. These visits, small favors, and
relations of reciprocity helped Karima endure materially and emotionally difficult circumstances,
and she put in great effort to cultivate these relations and avoid jeopardizing them by revealing
that she engaged in ‘sex work.’

DE-EXCEPTIONALIZING SEX WORK AND REDIRECTING CRITIQUE

Although the term ‘sex work’ accomplishes a particular kind of political boundary work in many
contexts—rendering transactional sex a labor issue, not a moral one—it does not always achieve
the same in settings where labor, intimacy, and morality are differently configured (Wardlow
2004). In Morocco, the term ‘sex worker’ does not imply a history of feminist organizing for
labor rights and protections; instead of ‘sex worker,’ my interlocutors preferred the descriptor
benat lı̄ kaykherjū [girls who go out] (see also Cheikh 2010).

In Morocco, proper conduct is distinguished spatially and relationally; women who go out
at night, frequent bars or nightclubs, or regularly interact with men outside their family are
often called, or suspected to be, prostitutes. The terms for good girl, bent al-dār [girl of the
house], and bad girl, bent al-zenqa [girl of the street], map onto this internal/external distinction
(Newcomb 2009). If ‘going out’ [al-khrı̄j] into public places marks a transgression, it is also a
popular and quotidian occurrence in the context of women’s increasing presence in universities,
workplaces, and other formerly male-dominated spaces in Morocco. Embracing the term benat
lı̄ kaykherjū, my interlocutors located themselves in the ambiguity of a wide and shifting ter-
rain, within increasingly large groups of women challenging social norms, without making the
intimate nature of their transgression apparent (Cheikh 2009).

The women with whom I worked preferred not to make their intimate lives visible by asserting
commonality with other ‘sex workers,’ but instead highlighted their socioeconomic constraints
as members of the working class. During the first group interview on sex work I led at an AIDS
NGO, several participants were moved to tears recounting their own painful experiences and
hearing the experiences of others. Selma choked back sobs several times. At the end, she finally
exploded at me: “Can I ask you something?” “Yes, of course,” I said, unsure what would come
next. “Why don’t you actually do something for us?” She yelled, shaking her hands in frustration.
“Can’t you get us jobs, real work, so we don’t have to prostitute ourselves?” I was shaken. I didn’t
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know how to respond. What was I doing there, asking women to dredge up painful stories about
their intimate lives, when what they really wanted was gainful, safe, and regular work?

Instead of having her suffering understood in terms of her sexual life, Selma’s intervention
powerfully redirected the spotlight to render visible the privilege I assumed as the ethnographic
inquisitor. By asking me—the researcher, bearer of multiple modes of privilege—to account for
the socioeconomic inequalities that constrained her ability to make a living, she cast her suffering
in a whole new light. Selma was far from voiceless. Like many of the other women with whom I
worked, Selma wanted her suffering to be visible, but on her own terms.

My interlocutors often drew attention to the continuities of their experience with that of
Morocco’s poor and working class. During a focus group held at one NGO by an international
health organization, the moderator asked the sex workers assembled how they saw Morocco. Aya
responded:

People see Morocco from the outside, it looks beautiful, clean. . . . God bless it. But that’s for people
who have money. . . . However, the poor citizen lives in misery. . . . We poor people are in pain. Like
me for example: my brother is in jail, my father is a blind old man, my mother is a poor, sick woman,
my other brother is a bum, a thief, always in jail. My sister, poor thing, she has a little girl out of
wedlock [bent men al-zenqa]. I support them. I prostitute myself [tanqah. ab], excuse my language
[hāshāk]. . . . Even prostitution [al-qh. ūb] is not enough. . . . If I could, I would cut my flesh and sell
it grilled. I would figure out how to help my parents more, but I don’t have the strength. . . . Who will
see our situation, and speak out for us?

In the protected space of the NGO, Aya did not conceal that she had sex for money. But it was
not her sexual labor she wanted to make visible, but the suffering of her whole family, of all
Morocco’s struggling poor.

Hypocrisy [al-nifāq] and contradiction [al-tanāqud] were common themes highlighted by the
Moroccan press and they emerged repeatedly as my interlocutors described their country. Women
struggled with paradoxes in their own lives. But they also condemned political, social, and reli-
gious hypocrisy: growing income inequality, the double-talk of political elites who promised
democracy and development but neglected health and education for the working-class, a reli-
gious community that condemned others’ sins but failed to implement religion in their own lives,
and a widespread double-standard of tolerating men’s sexual escapades while condemning those
of women. If my interlocutors asked for forgiveness for what they saw as their own sins, they also
contended that their faults and contradictions were no more extreme than—or, in fact, the result
of—the paradoxes and rifts within Moroccan society.

However, in popular discourse, sex workers were often denied the same possibilities for moral
complexity granted to society at large. When I told Moroccan friends and colleagues outside the
AIDS world that the sex workers prayed and debated amongst themselves about how to become
better Muslims, they laughed or expressed surprise, as if one could not engage in sex work and
be a practicing Muslim at the same time. Yet the majority of the women exerted great efforts at
becoming good Muslims. At the NGO, many of them prayed in full view, often using flip-chart
paper with lessons on sexually transmitted infections as their prayer rugs. Countless conversations
revolved around the issue of religious permissibility, like whether it was haram to pluck your
eyebrows. The few women with known tattoos were frequently reprimanded: “that’s haram, you
have to get it removed.” Many said they refused to have sex with Jews, because it was haram.
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My interlocutors’ concern with upholding morality contrasted with other dominant narra-
tives about prostitution as symptomatic of moral decay. One Moroccan sociologist, for example,
explained sex work to me this way: women migrated from rural areas—where there was con-
trol by families and friends—to urban areas, where they became anonymous and free to partake
in newly available temptations, like relationships with young men. The story he told was of
eroding social values. My interlocutors, however, recounted their tales differently. They had not
abandoned previously held values; rather they faced material circumstances that made it almost
impossible to bring their behaviors in line with their beliefs. Yasmine explained to me:

We’re all Muslims. It’s normal. Girls go out. They have sex. They wash themselves. And they pray.
It’s normal. . . . They get rid of the impurities [al-janāba] through ritual washing and that’s it. . . .

Prayers are in your heart, not in . . . it’s between you and God. If she doesn’t go out, who else will
help her . . . ?

Or Jihane:

If I don’t pray one day, I feel like I’m going to die! Girls who go out, who else will bring them
something to eat? Who else will care for them? She wants to be closer to religion, she wants it! But
what else is she going to do?

According to Kapchan (1996), the assertion of a common Muslim identity is “a recogniz-
able rhetorical device which has been used historically to assert bonds of community” (63) in
Morocco. Here, Yasmine and Jihane’s statements locate ‘girls who go out’ within—not outside—
a moral community. By employing this “traditional idiom in a non-traditional context” (64), they
“revoiced” (66) its terms, challenging their exclusion and critiquing their material deprivation.
My good friend Yousra, who lived in a house of single women who ‘go out,’ explained:

Do you know why there is hypocrisy in Morocco? Why Muslim women go out? It’s because our
country itself doesn’t apply the principles of religion. The government should be gathering money
to give to the poor through zakāt [obligatory alms-giving], but instead rich people are the ones who
profit. You have to bribe someone to get anything done in this country, even in the hospitals that are
supposed to take care of the sick! That is what is haram! It is the society that doesn’t implement Islam
that creates al-fasād [corruption].

Youssra’s use of the word al-fasād was instructive: although a common way to discuss prostitu-
tion, it also referred to political or social corruption. Using this word, Youssra flipped stigmatizing
stereotypes of prostitution on their head, indicating that the roots of transactional sex lie in
the breakdown of Morocco’s broader moral community, rather than in the failures of individ-
ual women who ‘go out.’ Asmae told me, as we were sitting together waiting for the doctor to
administer her HIV test:

Asmae: They judge you for everything, if you get pregnant and you’re not married, if you work
outside the home, if you’re living by yourself they call you a whore [al-qah. ba]. Are they the ones
who are going to be there on judgment day? No. Everything you do is between you and God. They
can’t understand how someone’s circumstances [al-d. urūf ] would cause them to ‘go out.’

Anne: Yes, but that’s everywhere, not just in Morocco.

Asmae: Okay, in every country there are good and bad people. That’s true. But Morocco is a Muslim
country! We’re supposed to take care of each other! The Prophet, peace be upon him, would always
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get up and feed his neighbors before he fed his own house. But here, even the people who pray, they
don’t implement Islam.

These women’s discursive and practical strategies served to redraw the boundaries of the
Muslim community (to include themselves), and to illuminate, not sexual transgressions, but
the political, economic, and social corruption and hypocrisy that have left poor, Muslim women
little choice but to ‘go out.’

NARRATIVES OF SUFFERING

Through such strategies, my interlocutors challenged dominant discourses in Morocco that chas-
tised prostitutes for wearing headscarves, dressing modestly, or trying to appear respectable.
Guessous (2011) has argued that critiques of women’s religious practice—such as veil-
ing or modesty—as a superficial performance, or a “fashion statement” (190), may obscure
their relationship to efforts of self-cultivation and ethical subject making. Similarly, during
my fieldwork, strategies of discretion and concealment emerged as more than superficial or
instrumental endeavors. They were embodied enactments of moral personhood and respectful
social relationships, laying the groundwork for my interlocutors to articulate a strident social
critique.

However, my interlocutors did not expect that the performance of moral boundaries between
public and private would make them morally pure. They expressed deep pain in knowing that
their efforts at self-cultivation would be incomplete due to what they saw as their own fail-
ings as well as the material conditions that forced them to engage in corrupting practices. The
pain they often described was of living out a deep, inescapable paradox. Karima, for exam-
ple, told me she was suffering from anxiety and depression. She had a hard time sleeping, and
often found herself crying when alone in the house. She knew she shouldn’t ‘go out,’ she said.
But when she was alone, the devil whispered to her, and she was weak. She needed money,
and she wanted company. During these times, one of the few things that gave her temporary
relief, she told me, was reading the Qur»an. She had only a primary school education; she read
slowly and with great effort. The next time I saw her, she told me she was feeling horrible,
and so she went to a Qur»anic healer, because she thought she might be meskūn [possessed
by jinns]. He started doing al-rūqya al-shar–iyya [Islamic exorcism], but she said it was only
making things worse. She kept losing things, breaking things, and getting hurt—the treatments
were aggravating her situation. So she stopped. These religious treatments, she told me, don’t
work unless you apply religion in your whole life. “It won’t work for someone like me,” she
said, eyes wet with tears, pointing to her tight blue sweat suit and her unveiled, highlighted hair.
“Dressing like this just attracts the devil. So as soon as you do the treatment, the devils come
right back.”

In Karima’s narrative, religion served as a treatment, an aspiration, and a comfort, even if it
simultaneously marked out the lines of a paradox that caused great pain. In the wake of colo-
nialism and neoliberalism, argued Pandolfo (2000), modern Moroccan subjects emerge from a
“double-exclusion” (142), alienated from tradition, culture, and community, but unable to claim
the entitlements of modern citizenship as their own. The narratives of suffering among the women
I encountered dramatically illustrate this liminal position. Their experiences were not reducible to
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their status as Muslim women, sex workers, or even poor; they embodied and negotiated all these
categories. Their suffering, I argue, cannot be understood unless one takes seriously their aspira-
tions to live a pious life; efforts to scrape together a living in the absence of social support; hopes
for the possibility to ‘go out’ (whether for money or for fun) without the threat of violence or
police; desires for respect, social solidarity, and connection; and commitments to caring for their
families and neighbors and protecting their children. In such a context, Pandolfo argues, suffer-
ing can be understood as “a painful and unspeakable knot connecting discrepant and juxtaposed
experiential registers” (118). Here, suffering was marked, not only by poverty, discrimination,
and violence, but also embodied in incomplete and thwarted efforts at self-cultivation as women
strove to enact multiple and competing projects of self-making.

CONCLUSION

During my fieldwork, I came to see my own ethnography—alongside HIV surveillance and
advocacy—as yet another technology of visibility that aimed to bring Moroccan sex workers
‘out of the shadows.’ As my interlocutors sought to constrain, redirect, or otherwise shape my
view of their lives, I grappled with what I feared was an impossible task of ethically researching
and representing the experiences and struggles of a group of women that would rather remain hid-
den. Yet, as I relinquished the imperative to penetrate these barriers to reveal the intimate details
of my interlocuters’ lives, I found a rich source of ethnographic exploration in the very prac-
tices of boundary drawing that had, at first, appeared an obstacle. Women’s practices of boundary
work illuminated their investment in particular livelihood strategies, styles of self-presentation,
projects of self-cultivation, modes of social solidarity, and membership in moral communities.
Conversely, a methodological focus on penetration categorically dismisses modes of being and
becoming that operate through discretion and evasion. In this setting, such an oversight risks
reinforcing assumptions about the incompatibility between sex work and the pursuit of piety.
It renders inaudible my interlocutors’ claims to resources and social solidarity, as well as their
critiques of prevailing social hypocrisy and class-based inequality. As Biehl and Locke point out,
“becoming is not always heroic” (2010:336) and my intent is neither to romanticize such efforts
at individual and collective becoming nor to render them prophetic. My aim is simply, in the spirit
of Asad’s (1993) translation, to try to comprehend and render legible the logic and significance of
this ethic of discretion and evasion, and to reflect on the way it troubles and challenges the con-
ceptual grammar of commonplace narratives about sex work, victimhood, agency, and visibility
among Muslim women.

This approach was essential for conceptualizing and representing the suffering of the women
with whom I worked as they sought out economic opportunities and social services, wished for
the possibility to ‘go out’ in safety and security, struggled to be good Muslims, and endeavored
to be caring and respectful friends, family members, and neighbors. Women’s suffering did not
emerge from a single location, but in oft thwarted efforts to achieve these multiple and com-
peting projects of self-creation and belonging. In such liminal spaces, as Pandolfo (2000) has
argued, voice emerges when “the subject, ‘wrenched’ and ‘torn’ in every direction, discovers in
this non-resolution the possibility of speech” (143). Here, at the boundaries, in the uncertainty
and impossibility of contradictory and competing efforts at becoming, suffering truly becomes
visible. Using boundary work as a guide, the ethnographer does not ‘give’ voice to suffering, but
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learns how suffering is already voiced (through efforts the ethnographer may be knowingly or
unknowingly enlisted to achieve) as part of attempts to survive, aspire, and become.
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NOTES

1. As a recipient of Global Fund monies, Morocco’s national HIV/AIDS governing body, called the Country
Coordinating Mechanism, brings together NGOs, the state, transnational development organizations, and religious
actors under a single supervisory structure and monitoring and evaluation system. Thus, although NGOs are the
largest providers of outreach and testing, their activities are coordinated and monitored at regional and national
levels.

2. According to Article 490 of the Moroccan Criminal Code, all sexual relationships outside marriage are punishable
by a prison sentence of one month to one year.

3. My transliterations follow the International Journal of Middle East Studies. I have opted for the following changes
to accommodate Moroccan Arabic: I add the vowel e, which is widely used in Moroccan. As is also customary in
Moroccan, d. replaces z. , d replaces dh, and t replaces th.

4. I am grateful to an anonymous reviewer for suggesting this insightful formulation.
5. See also Ali’s (2002) critique of research that seeks to penetrate the intimate lives of Arab families in the name of

development.
6. See also Cheikh’s (2010) work on young women involved in transactional sex in Tangier.
7. All names and identifiable information have been changed to protect the anonymity of my interlocutors.
8. See also Abu-Lughod (1986) on shame and modesty among the Awlad –Ali in Egypt.
9. A jellāba [plural jelāleb] is a traditional Moroccan robe.

10. A melh. afa [plural melh. afat] is a swath of brightly colored fabric wrapped around the body, the hair, and sometimes
the lower face. It is traditionally worn in southern Morocco and Mauritania.

11. An –abāya, literally cloak, is a large, black sheath of fabric wrapped to cover the entire body, barring the face.
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