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CHAPTER 1

Kaleidoscope of City, Creativity, 
and Cosmopolitanism

It may seem peculiar to offer a study titled “Cosmopolitan Sex Workers” 
when international journalists, policy makers, and academics typically 

focus on women and girls trafficked for sex. Sold by families, duped by boy-
friends, or tricked by recruiters, these trafficked people are transported in-
country and across borders and forced to perform sex work. This book’s 
title, then, may raise some eyebrows, because it calls attention to women 
who are not sex-trafficked and who, in the process of migration for sex 
work, may and do exhibit qualities that have been associated exclusively 
with elite travelers. This is not to deny the empirical realities of sex traffick-
ing that are documented and analyzed by researchers in different regions 
of the world. Rather, it is to foreground a less often acknowledged phenom-
enon of nontrafficked women who participate in transnational migration 
for sex work. Women sex workers of diverse nationalities now are in major 
cities throughout the world, from Nigerian women in Kuala Lumpur and 
Chinese women in Paris, to Italian women in Doha and South African 
women in Dubai.1 This, too, is an empirical reality.

Women’s transnational migration for sex work is occurring within the 
larger context of economic restructuring processes that interlock the glo-
bal, regional, national, and local levels to bring about a new global econ-
omy. This raises the question: “In what ways and with what consequences 
do contemporary economic restructuring processes encourage and facili-
tate women’s transnational migration for sex work?”

These economic restructuring processes most often are referred to col-
lectively as “neoliberal globalization” or “economic globalization.” Arising 
from the post–World War II era’s “embedded liberalism” and ascendant 
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since the late twentieth century, neoliberal ideology champions selling 
state-owned firms to private sector interests, removing barriers to the free 
flow of capital and goods, and opening up protected economic sectors and 
industries.2 States implement economic privatization, deregulation, and 
liberalization policies to bring about or strengthen and integrate free mar-
ket economies. The state’s role henceforth “is to create and preserve an 
institutional framework appropriate to” national, regional and global free 
market operations (Harvey 2005, 2).

The contradictory effects of economic restructuring processes on differ-
ent groups of urban and rural people are well documented all over the 
world. Although there may be robust economic growth in some sectors, it 
often is accompanied by unemployment in other sectors, as well as by 
dependence on “flexibilized” labor in the form of temporary, contractual, 
outsourced, and offshored work. States help render labor less demanding 
(or more flexible), for example, by weakening or eliminating workers’ 
rights and benefits, and by encouraging firms to parcel out or subcontract 
work (Standing 1999, 2011; see also Chin 2003; Van Eyck 2003): “Tempo-
rary workers . . . never achieve seniority, are not eligible for fringe bene-
fits, considered to perform menial chores, and have no resources to 
independent and collective means of redress” (Teodosio 2007, 117). Data 
on employment, wages, nature of work, and so forth reveal that women 
continue to be negatively affected by labor flexibilization processes. For 
example, although the International Labour Organization study “Women 
in Labor Markets” found a narrowing of the gap in employment rates of 
women and men,

There is a clear segregation of women in sectors that are generally characterized 

by low pay, long hours and oftentimes informal working arrangements. And 

even within sectors where women dominate, it is rarely women who would hold 

the upper managerial jobs.

(International Labour Office 2010, 5)

Women’s and men’s transnational migration for employment exists as a 
concurrent phenomenon that shapes and is shaped by labor flexibilization 
processes. Labor-sending states directly and indirectly promote out-
migration of their nationals in order to relieve the pressures of underem-
ployment and unemployment, while generating foreign exchange earnings 
via migrant remittances. Labor-receiving states open their immigration 
gates to meet the labor demands of their formal and informal economies. 
However, not all transnational migrant workers enjoy unrestricted mobil-
ity: receiving states selectively open their immigration gates based on 
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considerations such as nationality, race-ethnicity, religion, gender, class, 
education, and occupation. Migrant women and men who fail to qualify for 
entry via legal channels will often pursue alternative means of entry. Some 
succeed, while others fall prey to traffickers.

More and more, migrant women pursue “mobile livelihoods” via legal 
and extralegal channels, participating in intra-regional and inter-regional 
migration (Briones 2008, 62). In major receiving cities, many work in low-
wage jobs in such places as restaurants, homes, factories, hotels, and hos-
pitals. Despite the fact that the range of positions is broad—including 
domestic workers, nursing home aides, assembly-line workers, restaurant 
servers, and hotel housekeepers—the common denominator is that these 
jobs are made available to, and often occupied by, migrant women. The 
labor is often in line with women’s ascribed gender traits:

As the service sector grows, many “female” tasks, such as child care and food 

service, are incorporated in the market economy. The affinity of many of these 

new service sector jobs to women’s traditional domestic roles may broaden the 

gender division of labor into the sectoral and occupational spheres.

(World Bank 2011b, 214)

According to the ILO, women account for 83% of all domestic workers 
worldwide (Simonovsky, and Luebker 2011, 8). In London, for example, 
women constitute 82% of all Slovakian and 71% of all Filipino migrants, 
and the majority of them are employed in domestic and health-related 
service jobs (Vertovec quoted in Dyer, McDowell, and Batnitsky 2010, 
640). There are migrant women, to be sure, who exchange their sexualized 
labor for wages as well. Migrant women who perform gendered or even 
sexualized labor in cities rarely receive affirmative recognition in public dis-
course or in national and international accounting registers.

On the other hand, as regularly reported by global newsprint media 
such as the Financial Times, the Wall Street Journal and Forbes, men “expa-
triates” or “highly skilled” transnational migrants and local professionals 
are seen to “organize and lead the drive to global control and the opening 
of markets to international competition” (Acker 2004, 29). They represent 
the “global talent” symbolized particularly by bankers, corporate manag-
ers, accountants, lawyers, and information technology experts who travel 
from major city to city all over the world, sharing their much in-demand 
knowledge and skills.

In these ways, there is a gendered and classed dimension to neoliberal 
globalization. Valorization of masculinized global talent in popular and aca-
demic literature obscures what is called “shadow globalization” or “activities 
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made possible by global flows of information, technology, finance and peo-
ple, that are taking place in informal and illegal ways, but in the shadows in 
terms of otherness” (Penttinen 2007, 7). Given the illicit status of sex indus-
tries in many labor-receiving contexts, migrant women sex workers then are 
quintessential participants of shadow globalization. Beyond the dominant 
dyadic schema of exploited victim–criminal trafficker, the structural forces 
that directly and indirectly promote the migration of nontrafficked women 
sex workers—and the ramifications of these forces—remain inexplicably 
obtuse.

Therefore, this phenomenon of nontrafficked women’s participation in 
transnational migration for sex work within the larger context of neolib-
eral globalization calls for a more comprehensive and nuanced framework 
of analysis. Below, I present an interdisciplinary “3C” framework—of city, 
creativity, and cosmopolitanism—to organize and analyze complex inter-
locking forces on the global, national, local, and individual levels. The 
framework interweaves neoliberal economic restructuring processes that 
have given rise to networks of global cities and interconnected migratory 
pathways; “creative” responses of receiving states, migrant women, and 
facilitating groups to structural constraints and contradictions; and the 
cosmopolitan attitudes, practices, and worldviews emerging from migrant 
women’s encounters with difference in global cities.

This book applies the 3C framework to the empirical case of transna-
tional migrant women sex workers in Kuala Lumpur (KL), the capital of 
Malaysia. Unlike its Asian counterparts, such as Bangkok, Manila, and 
Seoul, KL did not host foreign military bases (around which thrived “mili-
tary” or “base” prostitution) in the twentieth century; nor is it internation-
ally renowned as a destination for sex tourism, as are Bangkok’s Patpong 
district, Singapore’s Geylang neighborhood, and Tokyo’s Shinjuku ward. KL 
has served, since the 1970s, as the country’s gateway and destination city 
for low-wage Southeast Asian migrant workers in key economic sectors. By 
the 1990s, however, and as KL ascended to the club of “global” or “world” 
cities, it also had become a destination and transit city for migrant women 
sex workers from within and beyond the region.

CITY

One major outcome of global economic crises in the mid- to late twentieth 
century was the retreat of states from their respective economies. While 
those in the Global North voluntarily did so, the World Bank and Interna-
tional Monetary Fund’s structural adjustment programs (SAPs) ensured 
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that many states in the Global South followed suit. Free-market competi-
tion was considered the engine of economic growth, if not a panacea for 
improving the human condition. Privatization, deregulation, and liberali-
zation policies, in effect, “deterritorialized” or freed capital to flow freely 
around the world (Scholte 2000).

New spatial configurations began to emerge with the “reterritorializa-
tion” of capital: one example is the so-called global city (others are offshore 
tax havens, free-trade zones, export processing zones, and regional growth 
triangles). As transnational firms extend their coverage and operations 
globally, these cities offer one-stop sites with access to specialized services, 
such as accounting, advertising, legal, finance, and research and develop-
ment services. These cities “possess capabilities for servicing the global 
operations of firms and markets, for organizing enormous geographic dis-
persal and mobility, and for maintaining centralized control over that dis-
persal” (Sassen 2008, 57). The most renowned global cities of London, New 
York, and Tokyo are located in the Global North (Sassen 2001).

What of cities in the Global South? The Globalization and World Cities 
Research Network (GaWC) ranks world cities according to “economic func-
tion and the presence of global headquarters and producer service firms” 
(Shatkin 2007, 2). New York, London and Tokyo are hailed as archetypal or 
alpha world cities, followed by beta and gamma world cities located in dif-
ferent regions. However, Sassen (2005, 2009) and others (Shatkin 2007; 
Robinson 2002; Schiller and Cağlar 2009), caution against assuming that 
these three global cities offer the template for development of other global 
cities. Doing so is tantamount to adopting a linear developmental trajec-
tory in which the archetypal cities are made to become the mirror of all 
other cities’ future. The emergence of global cities elsewhere need not fol-
low strictly established economic criteria or perform the same financial 
functions.3 The characteristics and functions of a global city are shaped by 
its experiences with economic globalization, its negotiations of global 
forces, and the agency of local actors, that is, “differences rooted in cultural, 
geography, and institutional dynamics” (Shatkin 2007, 2). Despite states’ 
retreat from their own economies, they remain deeply implicated in the 
rise of their global cities.4

As command posts or centers for the new global economy, global cities 
are connected to one another within and beyond regions via electronic 
infrastructure made possible by innovations in new information and com-
munication technologies (ICTs), and complemented by infrastructural 
expansion of freeways, railways, ports, and airports for the transport of 
passengers and cargo (Derudder et al. 2008; Shin and Timberlake 2000; 
Grubesic, Matisziw, and Zook 2008; Fu, Oum, and Zhang 2010). States 


