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I, Ellie Ade Kur, of the City of Toronto in the Province of Ontario AFFIRM 

THAT:   

A. Introduction 

1. I am the Vice Chair of the Board of Directors at Maggie’s Toronto Sex Workers 

Action Project (“Maggie’s”). I joined the Board in 2017 and from 2018-2019, I served as 

the Board Chair. Maggie’s is one of Canada’s oldest sex worker justice organizations, 

having served Toronto’s downtown east for nearly 40 years.  

2. I first got involved with Maggie’s in 2016 through community event planning and 

general volunteering. My current duties at Maggie’s include but are not limited to: 

organizing and facilitating programming and workshops; attending and documenting local 

events; creating partnerships between Maggie’s and other local labour unions and 

grassroots collectives organizing for racial and economic justice in Toronto. I also have a 

leadership role in Maggie’s programming for Black sex workers.  

3. I am also a PhD candidate at the University of Toronto, in the Department of 

Geography and Planning, researching and writing on sex worker justice in Toronto, 
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specifically with respect to the policing of strip clubs and exotic dancers. I also hold a 

Masters in Sociology from the University of Toronto.   

4. I have knowledge of the matters to which I hereinafter depose, save and except 

where expressly stated to be based on information and belief, and where so stated, I verily 

believe it to be true. 

5. I make this Affidavit to describe the impacts of ss. 213(1), 213(1.1), 286.1(1), 

286.2(1), 286.3(1), and 286.4 of the Criminal Code (the “provisions”) on the community 

that I work with at Maggie’s, as well as the Black sex work community in Toronto.    

B. Maggie’s  

6. Maggie’s was founded in 1986. Maggie’s provides space for sex workers to 

connect and to access harm reduction materials. We also engage in outreach to sex workers 

and education for community organizations, political leaders, and allies. Maggie’s offers 

a wide range of programs and services, including: weekly drop-in programming, a 

monthly Real Work Group series for current/former sex workers, street outreach, 

workshops, internal committees, general information lines, and culturally-specific 

programming for Black and Indigenous communities. 

7. Drop-in: Maggie’s operates a weekly drop-in program. On a weekly basis, we 

serve about 15 - 50 sex workers.  This program is currently on hold due to the COVID-19 

pandemic, but will re-open when in-person programming is possible.  

8. The Real Work Group: The virtual “Real Work Group” is a monthly program, 

where sex workers are able to connect and discuss concerns related to their workplaces, 

interpersonal dynamics in the workplace, the impact of criminalization, and other themes 

related to current events. I have facilitated these sessions and supported others in doing 

so. The number of sex workers attending these group sessions ranges from 10-90 sex 

workers.  

9. Outreach: As part of Maggie’s street outreach program, we send eight peer 

outreach workers into Toronto’s downtown east end to distribute safe sex and drug 
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supplies. The number of contacts that we make vary from week to week, but generally, 

our outreach workers log contacts with 25 to 60 sex workers per week.1 The number of 

sex workers we see during outreach has steadily increased over the past five years, and 

especially since early 2021, when we starting seeing on average 50-110 sex workers every 

week during outreach. While our street outreach team has also increased over the past five 

years, enabling us to make more contacts with sex workers, we have also observed an 

increase in the number of people doing sex work.  

10. Workshops: Maggie’s offers workshops on legal and housing issues. Attendance 

for these workshops range from 10 - 60 sex workers. I have organized and facilitated 

workshops, trained other facilitators, and interacted with sex workers seeking out 

workshops and additional supports.  

11. Internal Committees: In order to ensure accountability to sex workers in our 

community, Maggie’s also has internal committees and advisory boards. These groups 

create spaces for community members to have a direct say in the work of the organization 

by allowing them to provide feedback, guidance, and support on existing programs and 

community campaigns.  These committees include: the community education and resource 

committee; the political action committee; the advisory board on legal issues; the 

communications committee; and the research committee.  

12. General Information Lines: In addition, I also manage and respond to requests 

through Maggie’s general email inbox, website, office phone, and social media accounts. 

For many sex workers seeking out services and supports at Maggie’s for the first time, I 

am the first point of contact and am tasked with recommending relevant programs, 

services, and supports.  

13. Culturally-specific programming: Maggie’s has culturally-specific programming 

for Black and Indigenous communities. I have a leadership role in several of Maggie’s 

programs for Black sex workers. For example, I coordinated the Black Sex Worker 

Survival Fund, overseeing the development, promotion, and distribution of a $110,000 

                                                 
1 Note that our data only tracks the number of contacts with sex workers and not “unique” 
individuals.  
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emergency fund to Black sex workers impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. Most 

recipients live in Toronto, and some live in the Greater Toronto Area. The typical amount 

for an individual grant is $100. This program operated alongside our general COVID 

Survival Fund. In total, we have provided about 700 sex workers with grants through these 

programs combined.  

14. I also coordinate a queer, Black virtual strip club. Members of the public can buy 

tickets to access the performance through Maggie’s. In coordinating this program, I 

regularly interact with Black sex workers in their capacity as strippers.  

Demographics of Black sex workers at Maggie’s 

15. I regularly connect with Black sex workers through Maggie’s programming, 

political advocacy work, and mutual aid resources (e.g. our emergency survival funds, 

food box program, free counselling/therapy, court and jail support, legal advocacy, and 

crisis intervention support). Through Maggie’s programs, I work with Black sex workers 

with diverse backgrounds, with a wide range of age, social/political ideology, educational 

backgrounds, and other factors. 

16. Age: I work with Black sex workers across a wide age range. While the virtual 

strip club I work with tends to attract Black sex workers between the ages of 18 and 35, 

other programs at Maggie’s, such as the mutual aid fund and legal/housing workshops, 

tend to attract sex workers from a wide age range of 18 to 55+.  

17. Race: We work with Black sex workers from a wide range of racial and ethnic 

backgrounds. However, a lot of our advocacy focusing on anti-Black racism tends to 

attract Black sex workers who are dark-skinned because they experience disproportionate 

discrimination. In particular, Black sex workers who are dark-skinned experience 

colourism, which is a form of discrimination based on skin tone. Based on Maggie’s 

contact with Black sex workers, we have learned that they are frequently: turned away 

from work; required by managers or owners of strip clubs to pay higher club fees than 

other workers; pressured by agency managers, owners, and clients to charge less than other 
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workers; disproportionately targeted by police; and more severely discriminated against 

by the general public.  

18. In terms of nationality, there are large populations of Black sex workers from the 

Caribbean islands living in Toronto. Toronto also has Black sex workers who are members 

of the East-African diaspora, many of whom are the second or third generation living in 

Canada.  

19. Location: We work with Black sex workers from across Toronto and the greater 

Toronto Area. However, our virtual programs and workshops have been accessed by Black 

sex workers from across North America and the United Kingdom.  

20. Gender: We work with Black sex workers from a wide range of gender 

expressions. A lot of our political programming focuses on Black trans sex workers, 

particularly non-binary sex workers and trans women. With respect to who is accessing 

services and supports, there is a fairly even split between cis and non-binary or trans Black 

sex workers.  

21. Orientation: Our programs and services are open to sex workers of all orientations, 

although we are seeing an increase in queer (gay, lesbian, bisexual, trans, pansexual, etc.) 

Black sex workers accessing Maggie’s services and supports. In my work with the queer, 

Black virtual strip club, I interact with queer and trans Black sex workers (specifically 

non-binary and trans women) who are strippers and full service sex workers generally 

working indoors and who work independently and are not attached to agencies. 

22. Income: Black sex workers interacting with Maggie’s services and supports come 

from many different financial circumstances. We serve many street-based sex workers 

living in shelters and encampments, and there are also Black sex workers accessing our 

programs who use their earnings to fund their educations and to pay for rent for places 

where they live and/or work. The needs and expectations for services vary depending on 

the financial background of sex workers, but the average Black sex worker accessing 

services and supports at Maggie’s (the average in terms of how many we have engaged 
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with and served) is typically a person making ends meet with their other job, and engaging 

in sex work alongside other work that supplements that income.  

23. Educational Background: Many educational backgrounds are represented in Black 

sex workers accessing services and supports through Maggie’s. We work with Black sex 

workers who have not completed high school education, those attending adult learning 

classes to complete this education, those attending college classes, as well as academics 

in Masters and PhD programs.  

24. Immigration Status: Although Maggie’s does not ask participants questions related 

to status, we work with Black sex workers who generally report that they are permanent 

residents or Canadian Citizens.  

25. Reasons for doing sex work: Black sex workers have varied motivations for 

engaging in the sex industry. Reasons reported include, but are not limited to: money, 

housing (both working to cover the costs of rent through earnings and exchanging sex for 

access to housing); supporting family members; accessing food; access to drugs; saving 

for future goals; the need to cover unintended/emergency expenses; and seeing their 

particular area of sex work as the best fit for them in terms of skillsets and what they enjoy 

doing.  

C. Impact of the Provisions 

26. In this section, I will outline the impacts of the Criminal Code provisions that are 

challenged in this application, including the narrative advanced by the Protection of 

Communities and Exploited Persons Act (the “PCEPA”). The source of my information 

and belief is based on my personal interactions with sex workers in the Maggie’s 

community, as well as information reported to and consolidated by Maggie’s more 

broadly. While I share the stories of some Maggie’s participants in this affidavit, I am not 

able to provide personal identifying information due to privacy concerns and 

confidentiality obligations.    

27. In this section, I will provide a particular emphasis on the experience of Black sex 

workers. The most common issues that Black sex workers report to Maggie’s are struggles 
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with criminalization, including how the criminal laws prevent sex workers from engaging 

in practices that would make working much safer, as well as how the prohibitions create 

stigma against sex workers in other areas of life.  

(a) Impacts of the criminalization of communications for and purchase of sexual services  

28. Sex workers have reported to Maggie’s that clients are not willing to have 

discussions regarding boundaries and pricing, which make it difficult to create a shared 

understanding of what kind of service will take place, manage expectations, and 

understand what is off limits. Sex workers have reported to Maggie’s that clients are often 

not willing to have these discussions because they are worried about being arrested for 

purchasing sex and are suspicious of sex workers being undercover police.  

29. Maggie’s participants report that being able to communicate beforehand is 

important so that clients can acknowledge boundaries, prices, and expectations, and that 

these conversations are essential for establishing consent and for practicing safer sex. 

Without these communications, Maggie’s participants have reported that clients are more 

likely to push boundaries and push sex workers to provide services that they do not want 

to provide. Participants have also expressed that the inability to clearly communicate 

pricing, boundaries, and expectations with clients before sessions puts sex workers at 

greater risk of being shortchanged and not paid. Overall, not being able to communicate 

pricing, boundaries and expectations upfront can lead to tense, unfair, and sometimes 

dangerous dynamics.  

30. Since Maggie’s outreach team meets sex workers where they work, we have 

observed that sex workers have been forced to work in unsafe conditions. In the context 

of outdoor work, this means parks, alleyways, and industrial areas of the community, 

where there is not much development, traffic, or lighting. Unlike well-lit, populated areas, 

there is nowhere to seek support if a sex worker needs assistance. Maggie’s participants 

have reported that they go to these locations because clients are worried about being 

surveilled, questioned, and arrested by police in public places. As a result, the criminal 

provisions push sex workers to communicate in places that are more isolated. Sex workers 
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report feeling fear, concern, and the need to learn how to physically protect themselves in 

order to continue working.  

(b) Impacts of the criminalization of the advertising of sexual services  

31. Based on my work with Maggie’s, I am aware that the criminalization of 

advertising under s. 286.4 of the Criminal Code creates an environment where sex workers 

are pushed to search for work in more direct, in person settings, including on the streets 

and in strip clubs. In these settings, sex workers do not usually have the benefits of 

advertising, such as the provision of upfront details on critical information, including 

services offered and not offered, price, location, and requirements for safer sex. Without 

access to advertising, particularly in print ads and online platforms, Maggie’s participants 

also report that they are inhibited from screening clients and vetting potential clients in 

order to make decisions about safety.  

32. In Toronto, the criminalization of advertising (alone and in connection with the 

other criminal provisions) has pushed sex workers to unsafe street environments. This is 

particularly harmful for Black sex workers who face unique forms of targeting and 

harassment when working in public due to anti-Black racism, which can result in racist 

attacks from the public and potential clients, racial profiling, and targeted harassment from 

law enforcement, and complaints from surrounding community members.  

(c) Impacts of the criminalization of third parties, including other sex workers  

33. Maggie’s participants have reported that the criminalization of third parties 

(through the prohibitions on material benefits in s. 286.2(1) and procuring in s. 286.3(1)) 

has prevented sex workers from accessing a wide range of safety networks. These supports 

include but are not limited to booking, scheduling, screening, drivers, and security. At 

Maggie’s, we recognize that it is useful to have people take care of these tasks so that sex 

workers do not need to be in charge of juggling everything on their own. In addition, we 

have observed how third parties enhance the safety of sex workers, for example, by 

screening and communicating with clients – expertise which is often learned on the job 

through prior sex work experience.  
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34. The nature of third party relationships often differ for Black sex workers. Due to 

anti-Black racism, Maggie’s has observed that Black sex workers are often required to 

rely on existing networks of other Black sex workers for help and support – more so than 

other groups of sex workers. I am aware of networks of Black sex workers that operate in 

the shadows due to the fear of arrest and incarceration.  

35. Black sex workers often report to Maggie’s that they experience discrimination 

when looking to work with agencies, strip clubs, and massage parlours, which often 

prioritize hiring white and non-Black people of colour over Black workers. Therefore, for 

Black sex workers, “third parties” often consist of personal networks and other sex 

workers who assist with safety-enhancing and administrative tasks.  

36. Unfortunately, Maggie’s participants have reported that criminalization of third 

parties restricts Black sex workers’ ability to work with other sex workers. Due to anti-

Black racism, Black sex workers are often characterized as “pimps” when working with 

other sex workers, for example, by sharing space, sharing supports, and splitting costs for 

services like drivers, booking, and screening support. I have observed how news reporting 

often engages in racial stereotypes, associating Black people with “pimping”. Academics 

have also recognized the existence of pervasive stereotypes that associate Black people 

with “pimping” and the exploitation of women (often white women). For example, Maria 

Nengeh Mensah discusses Black “pimp” stereotypes in her article, “The Representation 

of the “Pimp”: A Barrier to Understanding the Work of Third Parties in the Adult 

Canadian Sex Industry, which is attached to this affidavit as Exhibit “●. These stereotypes  

impact the way that Black sex workers are often treated by law enforcement. Black sex 

workers may be more likely to be perceived as criminals rather than colleagues when 

working together. 

37. In my experience, the impacts of criminalization of third parties are unique for 

Black sex workers. Maggie’s has observed that Black sex workers are disproportionately 

targeted by policing and law enforcement when working together. As a result, Black sex 

workers have reported to Maggie’s that they are afraid that helping one another will result 

in arrest and prosecution for third party offences. This environment of fear results in the 

isolation of Black sex workers.  
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38. For Black sex workers who do work in sex work establishments, Maggie’s has 

received reports of many workplace-related issues. However, Black sex workers indicate 

that they do not have viable options for redress. The criminalization of sex work and the 

resulting stigma mean that sex workers do not have access to labour rights and protections. 

There are serious limitations over the kinds of concerns that can be raised with 

management around improving working conditions, as well as the ability of sex workers 

to organize for this purpose.  

39. Criminalization forces third parties and workplaces to conceal sex work, and the 

outcome is that workers cannot access, maintain, or enforce decent working conditions. 

Maggie’s participants have reported that because third parties are criminalized, managers 

and owners are not willing to have clear conversations about working conditions, or even 

inviting sex workers into discussions about their working conditions, including with 

respect to basic occupational health and safety standards. These concerns include: access 

to basic hygiene, such as showers in locker rooms; access to safer sex material; access to 

security; and access to outreach workers because third parties often pretend that sex work 

is not taking place at the establishment.  

40. Even in sectors of sex work that are legally registered like strip clubs, Maggie’s 

participants have reported that owners and managers do not work with dancers on health 

and safety protocols or even consult dancers on working conditions and improvements 

because of criminalization. We have also learned from Maggie’s participants that many 

strip clubs do not let outreach workers in because they want to avoid associations with sex 

work. 

41. At the organizational level, Maggie’s has also experienced the impacts of the third 

party provisions. For example, after the PCEPA came into force, we rarely provided 

practical skills-building workshops covering issues like: how to screen clients; how to 

negotiate with third parties; best practices in asking for payment; and navigating difficult 

conversations around boundaries. At the time, we did not provide this type of 

programming because of a concern that it would put Maggie’s staff at risk of being 

criminally charged with procuring and recruiting sex workers. We only began providing 

these services again through our monthly Real Work Group around two years ago, in 
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response to an influx of emails and social media contacts from people saying they needed 

help and resources. The criminalization of sex work remains a serious concern for us, and 

we are worried about our continued ability to offer these resources. 

42. In sum, the third party provisions, including ss. 286.2(1) and 286.3(1) of the 

Criminal Code, isolate Black sex workers by decreasing their ability to seek support in the 

workplace, from third parties, and from one another. Not being able to work with third 

parties and one another creates dangerous conditions for Black sex workers, as they are 

inhibited from accessing safer working conditions. Black sex workers have reported to 

Maggie’s that the criminal laws negatively impact their ability to choose safe working 

conditions out of an already limited set of options (due to existing anti-Blackness that 

manifests in discrimination against Black sex workers in agencies, clubs and other 

workspaces).  

(d) Other impacts of criminalization 

43. Due to the criminal provisions related to sex work, Maggie’s participants have 

reported challenges in other parts of their lives, including: housing, child custody and 

access; schooling issues and job loss; barriers to accessing health care.  

44. Housing: Maggie’s legal program has provided support to sex workers whose 

housing is threatened. A lot of these cases involve situations where a sex worker moves 

into a place and the landlord or roommate finds out they are doing sex work and uses this 

information against them by saying there is criminal activity happening on their property. 

They will find the sex worker’s content online and leverage this information for favours, 

including sex, and threaten them with disclosing this information or with eviction. This 

has also happened to sex workers living in residence halls at university. Sex workers will 

be told they need to leave because sex work is illegal, dangerous or wrong, or some 

combination of all of these. Maggie’s legal program has provided support to sex workers 

who have been evicted or harassed by landlords because of their work. 

45. Child Custody and Access: Maggie’s legal program has also supported sex 

workers with children, when ex-partners or other people involved in the child’s life find 
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out that they are a sex worker and call child protection authorities to tell them that the sex 

worker is engaging in crime. These sex workers have come to us for legal support.  

46. Schooling Issues and Job Loss: Similarly, we have supported sex workers whose 

classmates or coworkers find out they are sex workers through online content or ads, and 

“out” them by sending this information to teachers, instructors, school chat boards, or 

employers. When Maggie’s participants have sought counselling supports from their 

schools in the course of these incidents, the administration has told them that they will not 

assist because they are engaging in criminal and stigmatized activity. Maggie’s has also 

provided support to sex workers who have been fired from their jobs because they were 

outed as sex workers. 

47. Access to Health Care: Maggie’s participants tell me that it can be difficult to go 

to medical practitioners and disclose that they are sex workers because medical 

practitioners have been discriminatory and abusive. Acts of abuse include verbal abuse, 

inappropriate touching, and sexual harassment. Sex workers who are parents have shared 

that they are scared to tell doctors that they are sex workers because of the risk of having 

their children taken away. Maggie’s participants have reported that upon disclosing their 

status as sex workers, doctors have warned them of their duty to report a child in need of 

protection. Because sex workers must conceal their work from health care workers, they 

receive a lower quality of health care that may not suit their needs. 

48. Black sex workers frequently report to Maggie’s that they are scared of being outed 

as sex workers because of these impacts. In response to these concerns, Maggie’s has 

created legal programs and partnerships with lawyers, healthcare workers, and housing 

workers.  

(e) Impact of the provisions on the ability to report crimes 

49. Due to the provisions, Black sex workers are put in a position where they are less 

likely to report violence or abuse against them. This message has been directly 

communicated to Black sex workers by perpetrators of violence. Aggressors have told 

Black sex workers that the police will not assist them because of the criminality of sex 
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work. For example, Maggie’s participants have informed us that aggressors have said 

things like, “you’re a hooker who are cops going to believe?” Maggie’s participants have 

also reported incidents where aggressors take advantage of sex workers by threatening to 

“out” them by disclosing their identity and involvement in sex workers to other people in 

the sex worker’s life, such as school, work, and housing. Aggressors have also threatened 

to leak photos and videos of Maggie’s participants engaging in sex work by posting them 

online.  

50. By pushing sex work into the margins of society, the current legislative regime 

leaves sex workers exposed to a real risk of violence. Even though Black sex workers 

often report experiences of violence to me and my colleagues at Maggie’s, many fear 

reporting violence and abuse to the police. This is because many Black sex workers have 

personally experienced – or know of others who have experienced – interactions with the 

police that are hostile, discriminatory, and antagonistic. In fact, Maggie’s started a legal 

program specifically because Black sex workers were reporting to Maggie’s increased 

violence against them both from law enforcement and others taking advantage of the fact 

that sex work is criminalized. At Maggie’s, we have observed that Black sex workers are 

more likely to have these types of negative experiences than other sex workers we interact 

with.   

(f) Interaction of the provisions on municipal bylaws 

51. The criminal provisions also interact with and result in the creation of municipal 

bylaws that are also intended to eradicate sex work, such as those that regulate massage 

parlours and strip clubs. Municipal bylaw enforcement is often used in conjunction with 

policing with respect to the criminal provisions. Both result in aggressive surveillance of  

strip clubs and massage parlours.  

52. As discussed above, Maggie’s created a legal program to respond to sex workers’ 

concerns about law enforcement. This program assists sex workers who have been 

targeted and ticketed by police and bylaw enforcement officers. As part of this program, 

we refer Maggie’s participants to lawyers who provide support with challenging tickets, 

and also when sex workers report physical or sexual violence at the hands of law 
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enforcement. Maggie’s has assisted and provided referrals for sex workers in cases where 

law enforcement officers have told sex workers that they will not be believed because their 

work is criminalized. There have also been cases where law enforcement officers have 

coerced sex workers to provide sex. Across all of Maggie’s programming, we receive on 

average 10 - 15 reports every month from sex workers describing law enforcement abuse, 

a portion of which we refer to the legal program.  

(g) Impact of criminalization on stigma and interaction with anti-Black racism  

53. Criminalization intensifies both the policing of sex work and also the stigmas 

associated with it because it characterizes sex workers as criminals, deviants, and victims. 

The PCEPA explicitly characterizes sex work as exploitative, such that sex workers are 

framed as victims. At the same time, the criminal laws – particularly the prohibitions 

against soliciting in public places and impeding traffic – treat sex work as a threat to 

surrounding communities.  

54. These stigmatizing narratives do not accord with the actual experiences of Black 

sex workers. By contrast, many Black sex workers report to Maggie’s that they see sex 

work as a form of care work, and some find freedom and empowerment in structuring 

their own work and lives. People’s experiences evolve over time, and the same Black sex 

workers may also be frustrated with their work, but many of their reasons for frustration 

relate to their working conditions, and the lack of control they have over those conditions 

because of the criminalization of and stigma exacerbated by sex work. 

55. While the PCEPA perpetuates the discourse that all sex workers are victims, anti-

Black racism often depicts Black people as exploitative and perpetrators of violence and 

crime. These narratives work at the same time in ways that negatively impact Black sex 

workers.  

56. One the one hand, Maggie’s has heard from many Black sex workers about their 

frustrations in terms of how the criminal laws are written and framed. They report that the 

provisions contribute to racial profiling and create stigmas that impact nearly every other 

area of their lives. Specifically, the framing of sex work as exploitative and something that 
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must be eradicated for the protection of surrounding communities creates a dynamic where 

Black sex workers are not able to speak about their experiences at work. Black sex workers 

have also reported to Maggie’s that neighbours, local residents, and businesses are hostile 

toward them, and they have sought to clear them out of communities through targeted 

violence, general hostility, and aggressive policing.  

57. On the other hand, anti-Black stereotypes often frame Black sex workers as 

“pimps” when working together and immoral perpetrators of violence. These stereotypes 

in turn in contribute to increased incidences of targeting and profiling of Black sex 

workers, particularly when working with one another. Black sex workers have also 

reported to Maggie’s that they believe that they are less likely to receive meaningful 

assistance from police – either due to personal experiences or knowledge from others in 

the industry – and therefore, they do not report violence and abuse.   

58. Based on Maggie’s outreach and programming, we have learned that 

criminalization prevents Black sex workers from accessing meaningful labour protections. 

Specifically, criminalization and the resulting stigmas prevents Black sex workers from: 

demanding fair representation and consideration on health and safety protocols in the 

workplace; organizing their labour; and receiving recognition from unions and local 

labour boards. Criminalization also prevents Black sex workers from challenging 

workplace discrimination, including: the widespread use of restrictive quotas for Black 

women at strip clubs; requirements to appear “less Black” as a condition of work, for 

example by straightening hair and changing their names to European-sounding ones; and 

unfair disciplinary measures imposed by club owners and managers. 

(h) Combined Impacts of the Provisions 

59. In sum, through Maggie’s outreach and programs, we have learned that 

criminalizing aspects of sex work around client interactions, third party relationships, sex 

workers supporting one another, and advertising means that a lot of sex work gets pushed 

into less regulated, more concealed settings that can be more unsafe for Black sex workers.  
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60. Criminalization means that everyone involved in the sex industry – agencies, 

clients, supports workers, and sex workers collaborating with one another – are wary of 

having clear conversations that facilitate the safety of sex work because they are at risk of 

arrest. But in particular, the provisions disproportionately impact Black sex workers, as 

they are more likely to be pushed into unregulated areas, since they are often turned away 

from agencies that are able to provide the supports like as booking, screening, driving, and 

security. 
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1  The Representation of the “Pimp”:  
A Barrier to Understanding the Work of 
Third Parties in the Adult Canadian  
Sex Industry

maria nengeh mensah 1

\pimp\

1. Noun. A criminal who is associated with, usually exerts control over, 
and lives off the earnings of one or more prostitutes. Origin: Probably akin 
to British dialect pimp small bundle of sticks, Middle English pymple pap-
ule, German Pimpf young boy, kid, literally, little fart, Pumpf. First Known 
Use: 1701

2. Verb. To get customers for prostitutes. Transitive verb (slang): To make 
use of often dishonorably for one’s own gain or benefit. Intransitive verb to 
work as a pimp.

 – Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary and Thesaurus, 2015

Drawing on examples from popular culture and from an original 
Canadian news archive, this chapter examines how representations 
of the “pimp” are used to talk about third-party involvement in sex 
work. I suggest that two processes are discernable in the current dis-
course about procuring and “pimping”: in contrast to the very negative 
framing of the work of “pimps” in the press, popular culture regularly 
offers a more optimistic representation of persons who control, super-
vise, facilitate, and/or coordinate the labour of those in the commer-
cial sex industry. Press representations, often infused with gender and 
race markers, are powerful social constructs – the building blocks of 
a contemporary discourse on sexual dishonour and punishment, and 
at the same time, an obstacle to effectively understanding the work of 
organizers, receptionists, promoters, agents, middle-persons, service 
providers, drivers, and managers of sex workers.
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On Representation and Common Sense

According to Stuart Hall (1997) representation is “the process by 
which members of a culture use language (broadly defined as any 
system which deploys signs, any signifying system) to produce 
meaning” (61). This definition carries an important premise about the 
social construction of things, objects, people, and events: their mean-
ing will always change from one culture or period to another. Hall 
(1997) explains that the practice of representation involves forging 
links between what we might refer to broadly as “the world of things, 
people, events and experience” – in short the conceptual world – and 
the signs, arranged into languages, which “stand for” or communi-
cate these concepts (61). Therefore representations of the “pimp” and 
“pimping” make sense for us because they draw on lived experience 
and recognizable situations, and we associate them with concepts and 
symbols that allow us to talk about third-party management in the 
adult sex industry.

Furthermore, Hall (1997) uses the notion of “common sense” to 
explain the work of representation in the everyday. He shows that the 
spontaneous and shared character of common-sense knowledge makes 
it seem neutral and transparent. Yet, it is the intuitive quality of com-
mon sense about something that creates a barrier to effectively knowing 
that thing:

It is precisely its “spontaneous” quality, its transparency, its “natu-
ralness,” its refusal to be made to examine the premises on which it is 
founded, its resistance to change or to correction, its effect of instant 
recognition, and the closed circle in which it moves which makes com-
mon sense, at one and the same time, “spontaneous,” ideological and 
unconscious. (Hall, 1979, 325)

For Hall, nothing new can be learned from common sense. This 
mode of communication only allows us to see how things are in the 
established order and system. We take common sense for granted and 
render its premises invisible. It follows that in order to study how com-
mon sense shapes our knowledge of third parties in the sex industry 
as “pimps,” we must first look at how popular culture constructs these 
representations, and makes apparent their underpinnings. To do so we 
reflect on the array of cultural products that exist around the figure of 
the “pimp.” Rap and hip-hop music, Halloween costumes, films, music 
videos, TV shows, and auto/biographies forge a popular representa-
tion of the “pimp” (Boyd, 1997; Quinn, 2000).
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The “Pimp” in Popular Culture

The noun “pimp” seems to have first appeared in English over three 
hundred years ago and was used then as now to mean a person who 
arranges opportunities for sexual encounters with a prostitute and 
(usually) exerts control over their earnings. The verb to pimp dates from 
the early seventeenth century, but the word has seen a contemporary 
revival of sorts with media attention to – and glamorization of – the 
“inner-city pimp.” In the 1970s, for example, terms such as “pimpmo-
bile”2 and “pimp walk”3 were introduced in Blaxploitation films. Indeed, 
this genre of films tended to take place in the ghetto and involve drug 
dealing and petty crimes, often with stereotyped depiction of Blacks as 
poor and criminal. In many ways, it has created a very specific image 
of the Black male “pimp” who wears fur coats and hats.4 More recently, 
we’ve seen the advent of a range of non-sexual figurative uses. We can 
now “pimp” our possessions, making them flashy, decorated, or cus-
tomized, as in MTV’s car-detailing show, Pimp My Ride.5

The language we use is testament to how we, in North America, have 
collectively appropriated the term to talk about different situations. In 
fact, the term pimp is often used in everyday vernacular outside the 
context of commercial sex. This is the case with the emergence of web 
series such as the Québec program Pimp My Garage:

In Pimp My Garage, Frédéric Charpentier teams up with the designer 
Emilia Cerretti and handymen to renovate messy garages into impressive 
spaces that will make you drool with envy: bar, music room, hangout for 
guys, and more! With the gang of Pimp My Garage, you can expect dra-
matic changes, but also lots of fun!6

Here the word pimp is used to refer to the improvement of a thing, a 
service, or a situation. The web series Felipé, The Sausage Pimp is another 
example of this use of the term: the figure of the “pimp” presents an 
opportunity to differentiate Felipé Saint-Laurent from other sausage 
makers; it is a distinctive quality that makes him stand out profession-
ally. Portrayed as a traditional craftsman, Felipé’s online cooking show 
is extremely popular. “We follow in his creative delirium, his collabora-
tions with major chefs, his tribulations and his unusual way of creat-
ing great gastronomic events!”7 The series highlights for viewers the 
inner workings of the sausage-manufacturing business from the point 
of view of the cook-hustler. As Staiger (2005) puts it:
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The notion of the pimp as hustler echoes American values on a broader 
scale, in which moral worth is often measured in terms of economic suc-
cess and captured in such phrases as “making it” or “being a loser.” Valu-
ing those who show entrepreneurship and healthy egotism … this moral 
value system is still envisioned as a primarily male endeavour where the 
man is the breadwinner of the family, as economic success and independ-
ence are critical facets of hegemonic manhood. (423)

Such positive representations of the “pimp” persona, however, are 
not dominant in our popular culture. More commonly, “pimp culture” 
is the umbrella term through which we map the interlocking systems of 
oppression that create material conditions under which women expe-
rience bodily and psychological harm from men. To understand the 
nature of this more negative image of the “pimp” is to recognize the 
importance of gender as well as style in business and popular culture 
(Anderson, 1999; Kochman, 1981). As we saw in the Introduction, in 
the “pimp-prostitute” dyad, the media ascribes to women the role of 
victim and men the role of “pimp.” Women are represented as being 
abused and having low self-esteem. Men are represented as aggressive 
exploiters. In so doing, the link to concepts such as gender and sexual 
equality is articulated for readers. This representation opens up a very 
critical analysis of the cultural products that glamorize and commodify 
the “pimping lifestyle” (Gelder, 2007; Schmitt, 2007). As Bell and Ward 
(2013) write on their blog: “Pimp culture employs white supremacy, 
misogyny, racism, homophobia and the dogma of rugged individual-
ism to physically and psychically undermine our sense of self, dimin-
ishing our capacity for self-determination.” Indeed, if there is a detested 
figure, it is that the male “pimp.”

News Coverage of “Pimping” Subcultures

According to Jeffrey and MacDonald (2006), journalistic coverage of 
criminal cases involving “pimps” are marked by dehumanizing myths 
about sex, gender, and ethnicity. Their unique study of the Halifax 
Chronicle Herald’s reporting of the dismantling of a “prostitution ring” 
in Halifax and Toronto in 1992, found that the media created a moral 
panic. Using hyper-dramatic terminology and sensational narrative 
tropes, news articles depicted “white girls” who were “abducted” by 
“Black men,” subjected to painful beatings and death threats, forced 
into selling sex, and then taken to other places in Canada or the United 
States. These horrific accounts subsequently justified stricter control of 

AuQ4
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women’s movements (through more restrictions on sexual behaviour) 
and that of non-white men (through new immigration laws). In this 
news coverage, for which the authors coined the term pimping panic, 
popular press and police discourses combined to define the common-
sense knowledge of the “pimp” at the same time as they facilitated 
the public designation of this as a significant threat to the values   and 
interests of Canadian society. Similarly, in her study of how the Cana-
dian news media represents racialized groups, Jiwani (2011) argues 
that stereotypes are part of common-sense knowledge. According to 
her, the media communicates racism by inviting the public to support 
the criminalization of particular communities and groups. Jeffrey and 
MacDonald (2006) come to the same conclusion, writing “the media are 
central players in choosing whose story is told and how and, therefore, 
how the public in general perceives the issue of the sex trade” (147).8

Building on this body of work, we reviewed the news coverage 
between 2000 and 2010 in two English-language national newspapers, 
the Globe and Mail and the National Post, as well as two French-language 
dailies, La Presse and Le Soleil. Our goal was not to do an exhaustive 
content analysis of the media coverage but to glimpse how “pimps” 
are represented and to sort out the main themes in common knowl-
edge about them. A decade of newspaper clippings were collected 
using keyword searches in electronic media databases. Thousands of 
articles containing the word pimp or proxén* were archived. From this, 
a small sample of two hundred articles was selected for qualitative 
content analysis using NVivo®. Article selection for the corpus was 
based on the following criteria: the article must be about Canada or 
have a direct Canadian connection, and it must be about lived expe-
riences involving the practices of sex industry managers as defined 
by the Management Project.9 The analytical codes included reference 
details (date and location of the article); sources and their positioning; 
the content of the article (including context, legal, organizational, eco-
nomic, cultural, and social aspects); the issues involved (e.g., labour, 
race, and women’s issues); the discourses being produced about man-
agement, sex workers, the sex industry, and criminalization; and the 
effects of these discourses, including the problems and solutions they 
put forth. Prevalent stereotypes, discourses, and peaks in news cover-
age were also noted.

Our review revealed that a majority of articles where the keyword 
pimp (English) or proxén* (French) appeared were published in the main 
news section of the paper. “Pimp” was on the front page about twenty 
times in the decade of news reports, which suggests that “pimping” is 
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a subject of interest for readers and that the newspapers reviewed per-
ceived it to be a relevant topic that would sell papers. The bulk of articles 
featuring third parties, usually male “pimps” at the street level, detailed 
raids or rescues, arrests, charges being laid, and/or court processes. As 
such, most of these articles were informed by law enforcement. Always 
depicted as criminals, “pimps” were also described as recruiters, child 
abusers, or abusive and manipulative boyfriends.10 Female third parties 
and madams appeared very seldom.11

Locating the “Pimp”

Given that most readers have little contact with the sex industry, news 
coverage plays a significant role in shaping public understanding of 
who the “pimp” is, where and with whom he operates, and what expe-
riences are associated with his (generally deemed illegal) activities. In 
this sense newspaper articles provide readily available depictions of 
things, people, events, and experiences. In the next section we exam-
ine the ensuing connections to the conceptual worlds of the adult sex 
industry; location; gangsterism; violence; and human trafficking.

Location in the Adult Sex Industry

The first representation of the male “pimp” is related to the sector of the 
adult sex industry. Most articles mention cities in Ontario and Québec 
and describe massage parlours, strip clubs, escort agencies, street-based 
prostitution, law, and court hearings. While some articles are about escort 
agencies – depicted in a surprisingly banal manner – there were few arti-
cles about brothels per se. Instead the terms brothel or bawdy house were 
employed in relation to charges laid at strip clubs and massage parlours. 
At the same time, news representations of strip club managers largely 
reflected the ambiguity of prevailing popular and legal opinions about 
strip clubs, which ranged from established (i.e., tolerable if not legiti-
mate) community businesses to spaces of exploitation. Strip club manag-
ers voiced their objections, both collectively and individually, to changes 
in foreign exotic dancer visas in 2004, in what was dubbed “Strippergate” 
when immigration minister Judy Sgro was accused of fast tracking the 
visa renewal of a Romanian stripper who had worked on her re-election 
campaign (CP, 2004a). In contrast to other types of “pimps,” the manag-
ers of escort agencies were represented as belonging to a higher social 
class. For example, one agency owner is described as a “pleasure consul-
tant” and the “chief executive officer” of the business (Ray, 2002).
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Gangsterism

A second significant representation of the “pimp” takes place in the 
space of gangsterism. There was some variability in how these orga-
nized crime groups were presented. For example the Hells Angels were 
mentioned as having taken control of several strip clubs in Ontario, 
not to exploit women but rather to distribute drugs: “They have been 
buying rundown hotels in centres between Montreal and Toronto to 
fix up as strip clubs, a serious business in itself and even more so as 
a way to distribute drugs” (Cameron, 2002). While the Hells Angels 
were depicted as institutional, professional, and organized, other gangs 
were associated with the sale of girls for money and drugs (White and 
Meaney, 2007). One biker told the journalist outright that he does not 
appreciate media representations that associate gangs with criminals:

The Hells Angels are part and parcel of the American dream. It’s like join-
ing the top group in the world. It’s a complex and interesting organization, 
just to meet the different members. But you journalists never write about 
the Hells Angel who plays in an orchestra or the ones who are computer 
programmers. (Cameron, 2002)

That said, in the coverage of a Québec juvenile prostitution ring 
involving up to thirty girls, a gang called the Wolf Pack was alleged to 
have paid some of their prostitution-derived profits to the Hells Angels 
who controlled the area (Séguin, 2002, 2003). In this ring, the man in 
charge of recruiting posed as a clairvoyant and had a 1-900 number for 
his services, while another man involved ran an art store as a front. Gang 
members recruited teenaged girls – some of whom were from “middle 
class families” while others were “runaways” or otherwise vulnerable 
(living at group homes, for example) – at malls and other public places 
frequented by young people (Hanes, 2002b).12 One article makes sure to 
highlight the unspeakable character of the menacing “gangster pimp”:

Quebec City’s top radio host and several prominent businessmen have 
been arrested in a crackdown on a juvenile prostitution ring that has 
become the talk of the city … “These girls could be your daughters,” 
Quebec City police captain André Filion said at a news conference yes-
terday. “Most come from good families and were recruited at school, in 
shopping malls, arcades and hip-hop parties” … According to police, the 
ring employed girls who could each earn as much $2,000 a week for their 
pimps. “The pimps kept most of the money,” Mr. Filion said, insisting that 
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minors were requested by clients to “perform sexual acts that were out of 
the ordinary and that surpass the imagination.” He refused to give details 
of the specific sexual acts. (Hanes, 2002a)

Another gang that attracted much media attention was the North 
Preston’s Finest, from Nova Scotia (Mandel, 2007). The gang was com-
prised of about fifty racialized men who lured “teenaged women into 
prostitution” by posing as their boyfriends, tattooed themselves and 
“their girls,” and were allegedly involved in domestic trafficking, vio-
lence, and murder.13

Although evidence presented in court is prohibited from being published, 
police in Ontario and Nova Scotia previously alleged all four of the accused 
were either members or had ties to the North Preston Finest, a Halifax-area 
gang suspected of being involved in transporting women from the East 
Coast to Ontario and other provinces where they are allegedly forced into 
working in the sex trade as either prostitutes or exotic dancers.

At the time their arrest warrants were issued, police said the gang had 
been known to use fear and violence against young women to force them 
to work in the sex trade.

In addition to being charged with kidnapping and sexual assault, all 
four accused have also been charged with forcible confinement, gang 
sexual assault, assault, destroying or withholding documents and human 
trafficking. (Mitchel, 2007)

Moreover, if not explicitly linked to gangs, “pimps” were sometimes 
described as connected to organized crime networks or families. Inter-
national gangs, especially from Eastern Europe, were mentioned in 
relation to trafficking and strip clubs.

Sadistic Acts of Violence

A third representation of the male “pimp” evokes sadistic acts of violence 
against women. “Pimps” were described as “predators who lured young 
women, teenagers, and runaways into prostitution,” convincing them 
with flattery or elaborate courtship, which experts referred to as “love-
bombing” (Dorais and Corriveau, 2009), by buying them nice things and/
or drugs, or with the allure of cash. However, “pimps” are also repre-
sented as individuals who “beat their women,” or control them through 
threats of violence to themselves or to their families. In one case, a “pimp” 
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controlled a woman by kidnapping her young child for six weeks (Leong, 
2009). The articles about Gabriel Patterson and his accomplices are exem-
plary in this regard: they are characterized by graphic depictions of vio-
lent acts that seem to surpass the task of informing readers. We learn that 
victims are “burned, beaten, threatened with gruesome mutilation and 
forced to perform a degrading sexual act” (Gadd, 2000, 2001).

Many articles describe “pimps” who were also the women’s boy-
friends (MacDonald, 2004), and some report teenagers forcing other 
teenagers into prostitution, including a fourteen-year-old girl being 
“manipulated by a younger [thirteen-year-old], tougher girl” (CP, 
2004b). One case involved three adults kidnapping an eleven-year-old 
girl, transporting her from the United States to Canada, and keeping 
her in a hotel, awake on drugs, working twelve-hour stints. In another 
case, two escort agency security guards murdered two escorts, alleg-
edly to steal their money (Appleby, 2000). The press provides details 
of the extremely cruel attitude and behaviour these sadistic “pimps” 
display towards sex workers:

District attorney Nancy Westveld seemed equally confident. “We have all 
our ducks in a row,” she said. “Defendants always think that prostitutes 
don’t matter and that when they hurt them or kill them, they will some-
how get a pass. That isn’t what’s happening here” … Both young women 
were shot twice in the head with a .38 revolver, trussed up with sheets 
and electrical cord and dumped like garbage a few blocks from the house 
where they were killed. And, almost as appalling, the very men who were 
paid to protect them are accused of killing them. (Appleby, 2000)

Human Trafficking

Finally, reports of extreme violence permeate articles about female 
trafficking, where the trafficker is collapsed into the figure of the male 
“pimp.” In effect, as noted in the Introduction, the term trafficker is 
increasingly used as another word for “pimp.” Indeed, traffickers were 
often depicted as deceiving poor women about the jobs they would 
be doing in the destination country, either wholly or in part. In these 
stories, the women were sometimes taken directly to Canada, while 
other times they were shipped around to several countries, or bought 
and sold several times between agents. After they arrived, the women 
were handed over to “local agents” who held their passports and forced 
them to repay a debt by working as prostitutes and/or strippers for 
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long periods with almost no days off. These agents kept the women’s 
money and often also sexually assaulted them. Traffickers also threat-
ened the women’s families directly or indirectly so as to “control the 
woman” (Jimenez, 2000a). In some stories, women were sold by traf-
fickers, usually to massage parlours, and forced to work off their debt 
while their passports and other documents were confiscated. In a case 
covered in several articles in May 2001, a Thai woman was sold for 
$15,000 (Jimenez, 2000b). Narratives about young women who escape 
from “being trafficked” provide another viewpoint from which the 
“pimp” is vilified in the press:

Alison planned her escape carefully, filling her canvas tote bag with jeans, 
street shoes and a heavy sweater. She hid them in her locker at the suburban 
strip club where she worked, alongside her slinky dresses and long black 
boots. On her final day as a “sex slave,” she brought along her Lion King toy 
and a yellow stuffed bird for luck. Then, the petite 25-year-old made a dash 
for freedom … Alison feared the agents who had brought her from Buda-
pest to Toronto to work as a “burlesque entertainer” would track her down 
and force her to finish her six-month contract. “I was scared. I wanted to 
give myself up but I didn’t know who to trust,” she recalls. (Jimenez, 2000b)

Domestic trafficking, wherein “pimps” moved their workers around 
the country or sold them to other “pimps” in different cities, was 
addressed, but generally speaking Canada was described as a desti-
nation for trafficking. For example, Freeze (2010) reports “a flourish-
ing and clandestine trade in sexual services – from the Asian massage 
parlours operating in B.C.’s Lower Mainland to the Eastern European 
escort agencies based in Toronto and Montreal.” The French-language 
newspaper La Presse insists: “The City of Vancouver is becoming a 
favorite place for child-sex tourists”14 (Sirois, 2003).

Association with gangs, violence, sadistic behaviour, and human traf-
ficking defines the “pimp” not only as a misogynistic manipulator but 
also as “a performance that allows positioning oneself more generally 
as in control, rather than being controlled” (Staiger, 2005, 425).

Sources and Credibility

In the face of such powerful representations it is imperative to reflect 
upon journalistic practices, including examining which social actors 
reporters rely upon for their information (Baron 2006). The distribu-
tion of credibility through journalists’ reliance on certain sources over 
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others reflects, and arguably reinforces, the stigma against some 
sources, namely here the “pimp” him/herself. Based on a subsample 
of our two-hundred-article news archive (those published in the Globe 
and Mail between 2000 and 2010), police were overwhelmingly con-
sulted.15 In addition, in articles in which only one source was cited, it 
was almost always law enforcement. The exception to this was in one-
on-one interviews with sex workers (often referred to as “call girls” 
or “strippers”) or managers/owners (most often of strip clubs). This 
may come as no surprise given the news outlets’ overt reliance on 
dominant social, legal, and political institutions for quotes, and the 
wide range of organizational constraints on journalists, such as tight 
deadlines, space or time limitations, and the need to determine news-
worthiness (Ericson et al., 1987).

The degree to which representatives from the community and local 
businesses outnumbered those from the sex industry also suggests 
that sex workers and “pimps” are seen as comparatively less reliable 
or important sources. Indeed, Goffman (1963) identifies stigma as pre-
cisely this discredibility. This is indicative of the fact that the adult sex 
industry is represented as the problem (either in the justice system or at 
the community level) about which the police and community members 
are consulted with an eye to finding a solution.

In this context strip club management appeared to be granted the 
most legitimacy as a sex industry source, both in terms of description 
and frequency of citations. With respect to the former, strip club per-
sonnel were more likely to be described as jobholders with particular 
responsibilities, such as “manager,” “president,” “owner,” or “bouncer,” 
as opposed to managers in other sectors of the adult sex industry who 
were represented, for the most part, as stereotypes (“sadistic pimp”) 
or caricatures (the “Mansion Madam”) (Patrick, 2007). Moreover, strip 
club personnel were identified in a range of ways, from giving their first 
and last names and titles to, less often, being anonymous sources. Terry 
Koumoudouros, owner of the club House of Lancaster in Toronto and 
also head of his local business association, was featured nominally in a 
variety of articles and even photographed (Dale, 2007; Hachey, 2004).

Conceptual Worlds: Criminalization and Racial Stereotyping

As other research has noted, there is a consistency in the media repre-
sentation of the “pimp” as “more negatively portrayed than prostitutes” 
(Stenvoll, 2002, 149). Much has been written on the stigma against sex 
workers (Abel et al., 2010; Shaver, Lewis, and Maticka-Tyndale, 2013; AuQ5
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Hannem and Bruckert, 2014; Lazarus et al., 2012; Pheterson, 1996), 
which is deep-seated and ingrained in the Criminal Code of Canada (Low-
man 2001). Yet little is known about the actual work that “pimps” do 
in the sex industry. Although our analysis is limited to representations 
of the “pimp,” we would now like to question what other aspects of 
third-party work are bound up with these representations in such a way 
that the term pimp acts as a blinder or an obstacle preventing access to 
knowledge about the various other kinds of third-party work in the sex 
industry, and other meanings we can derive from them.

What we know of the “pimp” from the news is profoundly negative. 
We are provided with information that the “pimp” is the enemy, the 
predator, the threat. By common-sense standards, he is dangerous and 
responsible for violent and aggressive acts. Two major analytical con-
cepts come to mind to extract the meaning of these representations of 
the “pimp”: criminality and racial stereotyping.

First, as noted earlier, the content of the articles in our news archive 
is overwhelmingly about crimes committed by “pimps” and their 
associates: economic exploitation, physical violence, sexual abuse, 
attempted murder, kidnapping, sexual harassment, or other problem-
atic sexual conduct. “Pimps” are represented as destructive, “evil,” 
and amoral. Newspapers also warn us that “pimping” is exacerbated 
at times of large sporting events, such as the Super Bowl, the World 
Cup, the Olympics, and Formula One races.16 If criminalization is to 
render particular behaviour illegal, to transform the individual into a 
criminal or treat them as such, then this is precisely what journalistic 
representations accomplish by identifying “pimping” as dangerous to 
the dominant social order and designating it as criminally punishable. 
In addition, given the high credibility accorded to law-enforcement 
sources, readers are encouraged to adopt a punitive stance. “Pimping” 
is to be punished, and we are informed about how law and order can 
return as quickly as possible. This has been an important function of 
news media historically (Ericson et al., 1987),17 and this is still very 
much the case. In the recent Ottawa “teen pimp” saga discussed in the 
Introduction, the Ottawa Sun gleefully reported that “[Judge] Lahaie 
showed her [the alleged “ring leader”] the same mercy the girl showed 
to her victims – six in all – piling up convictions with the ruthless effi-
ciency of a pool shark on a hot run.” When the young woman, who 
was fifteen at the time of the offence, received a severe adult sentence 
the justice system was praised for making the “right decision” (see 
Seymour, 2015).

AuQ6



The Representation of the “Pimp” 31

Second, news representations of the “pimp” are also notable for racial 
stereotyping and stigmatic marking. This occurs in journalistic descrip-
tions that range from depictions of young Black males convicted of 
crimes to reports of racial profiling, and various analyses and critiques 
thereof. The coverage surrounding Adonis Stevenson, the Québec box-
ing champion born in Haiti, is one example of the complex ways racial 
stereotyping plays out in the news. When he defended his world cham-
pion title for the second time in 2013, rather than focus on his skills 
in the ring the media “remembered” and accentuated the fact that he 
had previously served a four-year sentence for “pimping, assault and 
threats to 17 to 25 year old prostitutes” (CP, 2000). In addition, the press 
emphasized that Stevenson did not express remorse for the crimes he 
committed and many of his victims were quoted about the violence 
he inflicted. This type of coverage suggests that if you’ve once been a 
“pimp,” you’re always a “pimp.” It is an indelible mark (Hannem and 
Bruckert, 2014).

Moreover, the Adonis coverage is also interesting for the way in 
which racism was explicitly addressed in some articles. Apparently, 
after his opponent had insulted him at a press conference, Stevenson 
called him and the media racist: “It’s a sentence that goes back seven-
teen years so why is it still on the front page? When I do something 
positive, like now, no one talks about it. That’s racism!” (Béland, 2013). 
Stevenson’s remark, quoted in the press and later on television, speaks 
to the news media’s inability to widely disseminate alternative repre-
sentations of the “pimp.” A Black boxer (always) has the conceptual 
likelihood (because of his gender, his race, his ability, and his class) of 
acting like/being a “pimp”:

The assumption that Black men’s heterosexual encounters are all based 
upon this kind of manipulation and instrumental behaviour is not only 
racist in and of itself; it also serves to reinforce other popular racist ideas 
about both Black men and women, as well as to police “interracial” sex-
ual relationships. In the same way that white racism constructs pimps as 
Black men and Black men as pimps, ideologies which “Otherize” prosti-
tute women make it impossible to distinguish between pimps and boy-
friends. (O’Connell, 1998, 44)

Much has been written on the racism embedded in the representa-
tion of the Black “pimp,” especially in the United States, where most 
of the “pimp” autobiographical work and other products of popular 
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culture – including Blaxploitation films – historically originate (Gelder, 
2007; Jackson, 2006). For example, Robert “Iceberg Slim” Beck, a “pimp” 
for twenty-five years who went on to become a writer of bestselling 
paperbacks, was very influential among African American readers, hip-
hop artists, and rappers. His legacy of outlandish clothing, fast cars, 
his jazz-loving character, and his rags-to-riches story remain uniquely 
American (Gifford, 2015). Despite his commercial success, though, with 
respect to his relationships to sex workers and to women more gener-
ally, Iceberg Slim was also described as – and proclaimed himself to 
be – a manipulative Black man (Slim, 1967).

Concluding Reflections

In this chapter, we suggest that the “pimp” is a powerful social con-
struct set up by popular and journalistic representations that fix the 
meaning of the word pimp in the sex industry in two distinct ways. 
First, popular culture offers generally positive representations of 
savvy persons as stylish, cool, and shrewd business operators who 
are able to transform anything into a moneymaking scheme. Sec-
ond, news media rely on a negative image of the “pimp” as a male 
tyrant who profits from coercing his female victims into prostitu-
tion. He is often racialized as a Black “pimp.” This is “the intolera-
ble nature” of the “pimp” “against which humanity rises” (Foucart, 
2011). Located in every sector of the adult sex industry, with a few 
exceptions (the managers of escort agencies or strip clubs), “pimps” 
are described as recruiters, child abusers, violent and manipulative 
boyfriends, and human traffickers. Female third parties and mad-
ams are rarely mentioned. The emphasis is on criminality and racial 
stereotyping.

Insofar as the representation of the “pimp” is a fixture in the 
present Canadian cultural landscape, the degree to which popular 
and journalistic depictions characterize “pimps” requires a deeper 
analysis of the relationship between the activities of third parties 
involved in the adult sex industry – a culture in its own right – and 
the representation of that culture. In the coming chapters we map 
what third parties do, who they are, and who they work with, while 
avoiding the pitfalls inherent to the conflation of sex work managers 
and “pimps.” This, I hope, can go a long way toward filling the need 
for empirical research that goes beyond discourse and stereotypical 
representations.
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Notes

 1  The author wishes to acknowledge the research assistants whose work 
made this chapter possible: Tuulia Law, Geneviève Dauphin-Johnson, 
Michael Chacha Enriquez, and Myriam Pomerleau. Thank you.

 2  “Pimpmobiles” became part of popular culture when they were depicted 
in 1970s “Blaxploitation” films that targeted the urban Black audience 
with Black actors at the forefront and soundtracks of funk and soul music 
(Gold, pimps funk and soul music (Gold mping cted aphy? I think the end 
note is sufficient but tell me if a fiulmography should be incl1985). In that 
context, it is the name for the vehicle that a “pimp” drives.

 3  A “pimp walk” is a sort of gendered swaggering or “an ostentatious style 
of walking affected by men wishing to assert their dominance” (Wojcik, 
2010). It is a form of machismo or sexual display, which takes up more 
space than needed for simple motion. It is also known as a “jive-ass walk” 
and a cane may be used as a walking stick as part of the performance.

 4  Some of the most popular Blaxploitation movies include Black Caesar 
(Cohen, 1973), Dolemite (Martin, 1975), The Mack (Poole, 1973), Willie 
Dynamite (Moses, 1974), Gordon Parks’ Black detective trilogy Shaft 
(1971), Shaft’s Big Score! (1972), and Shaft in Africa (1973), as well as a series 
of films featuring former Black football stars (such as Fred Williamson 
and Jim Brown) and the actress Pam Grier; these include Coffy (Hill, 
1973), Black Mama, White Mama (Romero, 1973), Foxy Brown (Hill, 1974), 
and Sheba Baby (Gerdler, 1975). All show both the attraction and the 
detrimental aspects of the “pimping” lifestyle.

 5  Pimp My Ride has enjoyed worldwide popularity and has been translated 
into many different languages for publics in Canada, Germany, Italy, 
New Zealand, Brazil, and countries throughout the Middle East. An 
episode generally begins with the participant showing his or her car off, 
and convincing MTV why it needs to be “pimped.” The host shows up at 
the participant’s house, takes a look at the car himself, makes wisecracks 
about the particular things that are wrong with it, and promises the 
owner a complete makeover. Each car is a custom “pimp,” tailored to 
the personalities and interests of the owners. At the end of the show, 
the improved car is revealed to its owner, as well as all the details of the 
renovation and the custom features.

 6  Translated passage. See http://www.canalvie.com/emissions/pimp-mon 
-garage-1.1216653.

 7  Translated passage. See http://www.zeste.tv/emissions/felipe-le-pimp 
-de-la-saucisse/.
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 8  See Ferris (2015) for a recent analysis of dominant sex worker tropes in the 
media.

 9  Individuals who work (or worked) as third parties in various sectors of the 
sex industry (street-based, incall, outcall, and strip clubs) in the Maritimes, 
Québec, and Ontario since 2000. See also Introduction, this collection.

 10  The most detailed story about “pimping” was that of Gabriel Patterson, 
extensively covered and gruesomely described in national and provincial 
newspapers between 2000 and 2002 (CP, 2002)

 11  For some, the idea that there were a few articles reporting on women as 
“pimps” may seem counterintuitive, since they are so rare and do not 
“make sense” given that we are used to reading about “pimps” as men. 
Our news corpus generated three articles about Canadian-born stripper 
Lisa Ann Taylor, the so-called Mansion Madam accused of running a 
brothel out of her million-dollar home in the United States. The press 
reports that she pleaded guilty to several charges, and has been sentenced 
to seven years of probation (AP, 2008; Hall, 2007; Patrick, 2007).

 12  Here again we see the tendency of coverage to simultaneously 
exceptionalize and normalize the population “at risk.”

 13  As noted above, Jeffrey and MacDonald (2007) have written extensively on 
this coverage in terms of the “pimping panic.”

 14  Translated headline.
 15  In detail, for these two hundred articles, the sources most commonly 

cited were police (102); individual community members and non-profit 
organizations (60); lawyers, both crown and others (60); strip-club 
owners and managers (47); federal government officials (35); local 
business owners (32); academics (20); provincial government officials 
(26); strippers (18); other sex workers (18); municipal government 
officials (12); clients (6); “pimps” (3); and “madams” (1).

 16  Julie Ham (2011) shows that there is no evidence that large sporting events 
increase trafficking for prostitution. However, despite the lack of evidence, 
this idea continues to hold great appeal for prohibitionist groups, anti-
immigration groups, politicians, and journalists. According to Ham, 
“the resilience of this inaccurate claim could be due to: Its usefulness as 
a fundraising strategy; its effectiveness in grabbing the media and the 
public’s attention; being a quick, easy way to be seen ‘doing something’ 
about trafficking; being a more socially acceptable guise for prostitution 
abolitionist agendas and anti-immigration agendas.” (9).

 17  In their book Visualizing Deviance: A Study of News Organisation, Ericson et 
al. (1987) empirically demonstrated that the news on crime, deviance, and 
control forms an integral part of news reporting. In fact, according to these 
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authors, reporting on crimes is particularly well suited to the enhancement 
of the media’s primary role: policing of organizational life and reaffirming 
its moral boundaries. The imagery of “pimp”-related criminality, then, 
not only helps to accentuate the norm (“pimps” are bad and should be 
punished), but also promotes a vision of society capable of constant self-
evaluation and self-correction (what are the police doing about it?).
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