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SURFING LIQUID MODERNITY

Albanian and Romanian male sex 
workers in Europe

Nicola Mai

The first time I was told that there were lots of Albanian young men selling sex 
to other men in the streets and squares of Athens and Rome, I thought it was a 
joke. By then, I had lived in Albania for about a year and I had come to terms 
with its prevailing conservative and heteronormative values. But since it was a 
gay Albanian friend who told me about this I had to believe it. And I had to 
find out more about it. My heuristic curiosity was triggered by the stark contrast 
between the invisibility and stigmatisation of homosexuality in Albania and the 
public visibility that the presence of young men selling sex in the street evoked. 
I immediately started thinking about the relationship between geographical and 
moral boundaries. Do geographical and state borders demarcate interruptions 
between different moralities? Or do they obfuscate continuities between moral 
and libidinal landscapes? Questions such as these kept popping up in my mind. 
It was in order to answer these questions that I went to Athens and Rome, 
where I eventually started talking to migrant Albanian and Romanian young 
men selling sex after having been presented to them as a ‘safe’ (i.e. not a punter, 
nor police) person by people working for NGOs intervening on them as ‘vul-
nerable’ street youth.
 My curiosity was fuelled by my own ethnographic and personal experience 
of being an Italian homosexual man in Albania. I was not indiscriminately ‘out’ 
over there as I was the director of four youth centres supporting youth politics in 
the very tumultuous post-communist phase of Albania. The last thing I needed 
was to be delegitimised and stigmatised on homophobic grounds. This subjective 
self-suppression reminded me of the (partial) repression and silencing I endured 
as a young man in Italy. The interplay of mirroring and projection between my 
own and young migrant men’s experiences of sexual repression and stigmatisation 
fuelled my heuristic fascination with this topic. The reason for me being in Albania 
was a doctoral study of the role played by Italian media in the imagination and 
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28 Nicola Mai

enactment of migration, which gave me a strategic vantage point on the transfor-
mation of young people’s identities in post-communist times.
 The socio-economic context for the emergence of Albanian migratory subjec-
tivities was the convergence of late modernity, post-industrialism, globalisation, 
individualisation and neoliberalism, which produced the liquefaction and re-
assembling of existing livelihoods, subjectivities and authorities (Bauman, 2000). 
Italian television played an important role in the emergence of a transnational 
social field within which new individualised and ‘migratory’ Albanian youth 
identities emerged. Many young people first experienced the West virtually and 
through the lens of relatively deprived material cultures, conservative gender/
sexual attitudes and socio-political authoritarianism. As a consequence, they con-
structed capitalist democracy as a utopian world of individualised freedom and 
material luxury where it was possible to change one’s personal and social identity 
overnight by ‘making money’ abroad and ‘performing’ it, that is showing for it 
through the performance of strategic social relations and roles and the possession 
and display of specific objects. However, young people were also addressed as 
desiring subjects by late modern western television and felt potentially entitled to 
become different subjects by leading individualised lifestyles and participating in 
western youth material culture.
 New individualised ways of being and becoming adults emerged within a socio-
cultural landscape characterised by collectivist renunciation of individual desire in 
the name of the survival of the family. In the process, new and old models of sub-
jectivity, gauging the gap between established collectivism and new individualisms, 
emerged in a postsocial scenario characterised by the retraction of collective prin-
ciples and forms of social organisation (i.e. the state, community, the family, etc.) 
and by the increased resonance of objects in people’s relationships to themselves 
and others (Knorr Cetina, 1997). For many, the imagination and enactment of 
migration to Italy has been a way of mediating between their ‘late modern’ desire 
to experience new individualised and hedonistic lifestyles, and their socially more 
established and hardship-bound roles as loyal sons and daughters, sacrificing their 
individual aspirations for the survival of the family unit (Mai, 2001). 
 Drawing on post-structuralism (Hall, 1996), I understand personal and social 
identities as forms of self-representation that are socially constructed through 
constant interaction and dialogue with the material and narrative worlds. Self-
representations and self-identities result from the complex interplay between 
hegemonic representations and their internalisation, mediation or rejection. They 
do not exist per se, but are continually reconstructed in time and performed in 
social interaction according to the strategic needs and priorities of the group or indi-
vidual they are deployed by (Butler, 1988). Researching gendered and sexualised 
identities, subjectivities and mobilities requires a specific degree of self-reflexivity 
to bypass the normative self-representations emerging in interviews and during 
fieldwork. In order to understand the complexity of people’s migratory projects, 
I often used our intersubjective relationship as a shared safe space from which 
to question official self-presentations, particularly when interview narratives were 
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Surfing liquid modernity 29

contradicted by ethnographic evidence (Hollway, 1984). In many cases, I have 
also used my ‘erotic subjectivity’ as a strategic instrument of research (Kulick and 
Willson, 1995). For instance, I sometimes disclosed my homosexuality to negotiate 
a safe intersubjective space for research subjects who felt threatened by homo-
phobia and the whore stigma (Pheterson, 1993). Less often, and whenever the 
intersubjective circumstances made it appropriate, I flirted with young men whose 
stories, subjectivities and orientations were less heteronormative or ‘straight’ than 
those they were presenting me with. In those cases, I followed Boelstorff (2011) 
and queered the normative narratives presented by young men by intersubjectively 
‘surfing’ together with them the normative binarisms (straight/gay, free/forced, 
victim/villain, etc.) they mobilised in interviews. This allowed me to provoke 
and understand better the fissures and disjunctions between the normative self-
presentations of young men in research interviews and the more fluid realities I 
could observe during fieldwork. 
 This chapter draws on the research evidence gathered since 2002 on the inde-
pendent migration experiences of male minors and young adults in the European 
Union, with particular reference to their involvement in the global sex industry. It 
is mostly based on two research projects I directed between 2004 and 2006. The 
first is a study of the migration experience of minors and young adults from Eastern 
Europe (Romania and Albania) and North Africa (Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia) 
into the European Union (Belgium, France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands and 
Spain), with a specific focus on sex work as a livelihood strategy. The research 
unfolded between 2004 and 2005, and was undertaken in 18 cities across these 
countries. Its findings are based on the analysis of ethnographic observations and 
of 82 interviews (50 with minors/young adults, 32 with key informants). The 
second study was on the relationship between the migration of Romanian (male 
and female) minors to Italy (Rome), their involvement in illegal activities, and 
local social intervention initiatives. The research was commissioned by Save the 
Children Italy and was undertaken in Rome and in Romania (Bucharest and 
Craiova) during 2005 and 2006. 
 The findings are based on the analysis of ethnographic observations and of 100 
semi-structured interviews, of which 60 were with minors/young adults (40 male 
and 20 female) and 40 with key informants. The overall methodological approach 
adopted in both research projects was based on the comparison between the more 
official and morally sustainable narratives emerging from semi-structured interviews 
and the way these were embodied in everyday life. Most interviews were under-
taken in the language of the country of immigration (French, Italian, Spanish), 
although I was able to interview some Albanian young people in their own mother 
tongue and many Romanian young men were interviewed by Romanian-speaking 
researchers. In both studies, the majority of interviewees were between the age of 
18 and 25 years. About 30 per cent of respondents declared that they were minors 
at the time of interviewing, most of whom were between the ages of 15 and 17. 
This chapter focuses on the migration and sex work experiences of Albanians and 
Romanian young men.
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30 Nicola Mai

 The socio-economic background of interviewees can be described as ‘relatively 
disadvantaged’, a phrase referring to the relative social and cultural vulnerability 
of minors and young migrants. Although in many cases the economic and social 
sustainability of the families of respondents was threatened by the devaluation of 
local salaries and pensions, by the post-industrial and delocalised transformation of 
local economies, or by the loss of one of the two parents, very few respondents 
migrated in order to survive. Respondents were not from the poorest classes of the 
Albanian and Romanian societies. They had access to the minimum social (con-
tacts and information) and financial capital required to plan and implement their 
migratory projects. For the majority of interviewees, the decision to migrate was 
a way of restarting a project of desired social mobility which had become unvi-
able at home owing to the limitations or decline of shared or individual economic 
conditions; lack of opportunities for self-advancement; gender, sexual or racial/
ethnic discrimination; or as a consequence of individual circumstances, such as the 
end of a romantic relationship or the death of a parent. Most importantly, for most 
interviewees migrating was an opportunity to bridge a gap they felt had emerged 
in their desired and imagined social trajectories because of the convergence of a 
plurality of reasons, which transcend a rigid division between the economic, the 
social and the political dimensions.

Engaging masculinities

The first time I entered the male sex work scene as a researcher and without the 
mediation of an NGO was in April 2002. It was in Piazza della Repubblica, a 
majestic square encasing a roundabout and a fountain just a few hundred metres 
away from Rome’s main train station Termini. The piazza has been a male sex 
work hub for decades, together with Valle Giulia and the park of Colle Oppio, 
which were the scene of the borgatari (young Italian men from the city’s peri-urban 
outskirts – borgate) male sex work trade portrayed in the films and novels by Pier 
Paolo Pasolini in the 1950s and 60s. Although a minority of young Italian men 
from peri-urban Rome still sold sex, the Roman male sex work scene of the early 
2000s was run by young Romanians. By the time I arrived, most Albanians had 
already left in order to work in other more ‘respectable’ sectors. 
 Notwithstanding their different ethnic and socio-cultural backgrounds, these 
different genealogies of male sex workers seemed to have two main things in 
common. First, they sought a fast-track economic gain to afford both their roles 
of male ‘breadwinners’ (by remitting money home) and their aspiration to more 
individualised and hedonistic lifestyles through consumption. Second, they demar-
cated themselves from their (homosexual) clients by representing themselves as 
only active (penetrating) in the sexual intercourse, which they described as a fute 
bulangii or të qi bythqirat, meaning ‘fucking queers’ in Romanian and Albanian, 
respectively. 
 Performances of heterosexual masculinity are key aspects of the self-represen-
tations of migrant young men selling sex in the EU. I found an equivalent of the 
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notion of ‘fucking queers’ wherever I researched the nexus between masculinity, 
migration and sex work: scopare i froci (Italy), të qi bythqirat (Albania), a fute bulangii 
(Romania), follar maricones (Spain), enculer les pédés (France). In all of these contexts 
and irrespective of their ethnic origins young men were describing the job they 
were doing according to their cultural construction as ‘active’ heterosexual males 
penetrating ‘passive’ queer males. The ‘fucking queer’ discourse and livelihood is 
embedded within migrant male sex workers’ hegemonic self-representations that 
go back a long time. 
 Most researchers of the history of homosexuality, influenced by the work of 
Michael Foucault, agree that the concept of ‘homosexuality’ emerged in the west 
as an identity associated to a specific sexual orientation in the second half of the 
nineteenth century. Foucault looked back to the Greco-Roman world and found 
that whereas the modern homosexual is (self)identified confessionally and intro-
spectively on the basis of his sexual orientation, amongst the Greeks they were 
defined performatively, on the basis of the distinction between active and pas-
sive sexual roles (Foucault, 1990: 30). In this perspective, contemporary attitudes 
towards sexual practices in most Mediterranean, Middle Eastern and Balkan socie-
ties can be seen as related to the survival of ancient performative understandings 
(Faubion, 1993; Lambevski, 1999).
 However, the modern and the preceding experiences of masculine identity, 
as well as the relations to the self they are consistent with, should not be seen 
as mutually exclusive, but as having co-existed contradictorily and ambivalently 
across different historical times until the present day. Contemporary Albanian 
and Romanian male sex workers’ experiences of subjectivity emerge out of the 
encounter between contradictory models of personhood and experiences of the 
self (confessional/performative) in relation to masculinity, homosexuality and hav-
ing sex with other men ‘at home’ and abroad. In both Albania and Romania, a 
confessional and pathologised understanding of the relation between sex between 
men and a stigmatised ‘homosexual’ identity was embedded in the construction of 
‘the new socialist man’ during communist rule. An individualised, consumerist and 
less stigmatised articulation of confessional ‘gay’ homosexuality was subsequently 
disseminated by foreign media in post-communist times. In the background, the 
performative framework based on the scheme of penetration and reinforcing male/
female binarisms and heterosexist values remains firmly hegemonic. 
 In the context of international emigration, migrant young men renegotiated 
their gendered self-representations within a new social, cultural and economic 
environment. The discourses and practices framing selling sex abroad reproduce 
the hegemonic male/female binarism structured around the scheme of penetration 
that is hegemonic at home. Thus, unsurprisingly, many young people referred 
to their main or collateral occupation as ‘fucking queers’. However, sex work 
in Europe also exposes young men to confessional homosexual and ‘gay’ self-
representations, practices and lifestyles that potentially render fluid the normative 
subjectivities and sexualities associated with the ‘fucking queers’ self-representation 
and practices. In this respect, it is important to underline that there were many 
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different personal declinations of official and heteronormative self-representations, 
which gradually emerged as I was able to establish relations of trust and sometimes 
friendship during fieldwork. Most migrants, particularly when talking in front of 
their peers, insisted that ‘economic necessity’ and the difficulty in finding a job 
in the formal and informal labour markets were the only reasons behind their 
involvement in sex work. As Besnik, aged 20 years, explained in his own words in 
our first meeting in front of two fellow-Albanians in Rome: 

 Look, it is very simple … for example tonight it is 8 days since I have last 
worked and I have got no money at all … if now a queer comes and offers 
me 50 Euro I fuck him … What can I do? I have no money … When I have 
money I tell them to fuck off … when I don’t, they give me 50 Euro and in 
half an hour everything is over.

In many cases, however, this was often an initial official version: the normative and 
morally sustainable self-representation that people expected others to hear and that 
they were also more comfortable with. As fieldwork unfolded and relationships of 
trust and friendship emerged, the very same people who defended their mascu-
line status by deploying the ‘fucking queers’ and ‘economic necessity’ discourses in 
peer talk revealed a more complex and ambivalent relation between their gendered 
identities and their involvement in sex work. For instance, in more private and 
confidential relational settings some interviewees voiced their worries about even-
tually ‘becoming queer’ by regularly engaging in sex with other men and confessed 
that memories of sexual encounters with customers had become a regular part of 
their sexual fantasies. Others, and this is when flirting became a strategic heuristic 
method, actually conceded being attracted to some of their customers, or to me, 
while only a few actually claimed to be ‘homosexual’ or ‘gay’. For many migrant 
young men, selling sex was both a way to make money and a way to protect them-
selves from the stigmatisation associated with sleeping with other men for free. 
Although these private ‘confessions’ contradict the reductive and normative terms 
set by the ‘fucking queers’ and the ‘economic necessity’ discourses, they become 
the only viable discursive strategies to present morally sustainable masculine selves 
under the constitutive and evaluating gazes of the peer group. Young male migrants’ 
complex experiences of self manifest themselves within the ‘tacit’ (Decena, 2011) 
contradictions emerging from normative self-representation and the associated live-
lihoods and mobilities, which makes ethnographic observation a key methodology.
 When selling sex to other men abroad young migrants need to accommodate 
contradictory vectors of subjectification. Many are able to successfully mobilise 
the economic, material and psychological resources, enabling them to perform 
the hegemonic self-representations they adopted through their migratory journeys. 
For instance, they may be able to afford to self-represent themselves as the prodigal 
heterosexual son at home while supporting themselves and often also expressing 
their sexual desire for other men through sex work abroad. However, some strug-
gle to cope with the stigma attached to homosexuality, particularly those who 
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Surfing liquid modernity 33

cannot accept the complexity of their sexual desires. Others simply cannot manage 
the ‘burden of self-reflexivity and self-management’ that is embedded in individu-
alised lifestyles and subjectivities (Elliott and Lemert, 2006: 172–174).
 To the challenges posed by the management of the self across contradictory 
moral and gendered models of personhood, must be added the dynamics of social 
exclusion from mobility that young people face both at home and during the 
migration process. In Entry Denied, Eithne Luibhéid (2002) suggests that the move-
ments of migrants are monitored by the state through the inscription of racialised 
and sexualised narratives on the migrant body, as well as through legal, political 
and economic restrictions. The migrant young men I interviewed were trying to 
challenge these embodied restrictions by simply refusing to remain in Albania and 
Romania and by affording to both remit money home and participate in com-
modified global youth culture by deciding to migrate and then to sell sex. In other 
words, they challenged embodied gendered and ethnicised hierarchies of mobil-
ity through embodied practices, including selling sex and migration, rather than 
through discursive practices. 
 In order to underline the relevance of class and social capital in the adoption of 
embodied rather than discursive practices in challenging existing norms and restric-
tions, it is valuable to introduce the concept of ‘boditarian cosmopolitism’ (Mai, 
2011). Just like ‘proletarian’, the term ‘boditarian’ aims to capture the complex 
interplay between class-based marginalisation, resistance, vulnerability and resil-
ience. Most importantly, the term emphasises the relevance of the bodily over the 
self-reflexive and verbalised dimension in people’s experiences of the self. The 
prevalence of embodied and tacit practices in the challenging of existing restric-
tions to mobility and forms of normativity highlights the ‘fractal’ quality of the 
queer subjectivities of Albanian and Romanian male sex workers. 
 The term ‘fractal’ here refers to the possibility of engaging in practices and 
lifestyles, such as migration and sex work, which challenge established life trajec-
tories and sexual/gender roles, without having to take full public moral ownership 
and responsibility (Gal and Kligman, 2000; Roman 2007). Migrant male minors 
and young adults selling sex are boditarian cosmopolitans because they challenge 
heteronormative, class and age-based exclusions from social mobility in force ‘at 
home’ by engaging in embodied practices such as migration and sex work. In this 
respect, the global sex industry can be experienced as a fractally queer environment 
in which people can assemble the objects, the money and the relationships allow-
ing them to self-represent themselves as successful in relation to (contradictory) 
models of subjectivity abroad and at home (Mai, 2012). Selling sex can therefore 
be experienced as empowering as it enables young migrants to negotiate, tac-
itly, their affective and socio-economic deterritorialisation/reterritorialisation in 
their own (fractal and embodied) terms. At the same time, as I have explained, 
some young migrants find it very difficult to sustain the moral and affective con-
tradictions underpinning sex work, which may exacerbate their initial condition 
of psychological and social vulnerability. It is to these less agentic experiences of 
migration and work in the global sex industry that I now turn. 
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Between errant and minor mobilities

In my research on the nexus between sexuality and migration, I addressed sexuality 
as a strategic heuristic prism to examine the relation between intra-psychological 
and physical mobility. I identified two separate but interlinked mobility patterns: 
minor and errant mobility (Mai, 2009). The concept of minor mobility aims 
to capture the empowering potential informing migration. It draws on Deleuze 
and Guattari’s (1986) concept of ‘minor literature’ to draw a parallel between 
the way in which a majority literary language can be politically deterritorialised 
and ‘owned’ from a marginalised or minority position. The parallel refers to the 
way migrant minors and young adults are reinterpreting globalised and material-
ised youth culture, individualised entitlements and mobilities according to their 
own sensibilities and terms. Against this empowering potential, I identified ‘errant 
mobility’ as an unresolved liminality which is characterised by the inability to 
deterritorialise morally, socially and psychologically from ‘home’ and therefore to 
reterritorialise elsewhere. 
 The prevalence of a minor or errant sensibility allows young men to navigate 
the complex socio-economic transformations and contradictory gendered and sexual 
regimes of subjectification they intersected by migrating in terms that enhanced their 
agency or their vulnerability, respectively. Those engaging in minor mobility could 
manage selling sex either by adopting a ‘fucking queers’ heteronormative penetrative 
position – I am only active, therefore I am straight/a man – or by reterritorialising 
into a Western gay subjectivity. Those engaging in ‘errant’ mobility were however 
caught in between moral and subjectifying contradictions, which caused them great 
suffering. In these cases, money was often used as a defensive instrument to negotiate 
a distance between the interviewees’ livelihood strategies, their sexual orientation 
and the gender identities that they were prepared to accept for themselves. Many 
interviewees, and particularly those characterised by a more errant sensibility, seemed 
to need money as an instrument of protection from the ambivalence of their sexual 
orientations and their emotional vulnerabilities, as this quote from the interview with 
a 22 year-old Romanian man living in Barcelona, shows:

 I am straight when I have money and I am bisexual when I don’t … It is about 
the money … when I have money I go to girls and have sex with them … 
When I don’t, I go to bed with men to have money … It is better like that, 
more clear-cut; you go and get what you want without problems … (…) No 
need for love and all that … If you bring love into the situation then people 
get hurt, I was very hurt too. I don’t want to go through that again.

A few interviewees reported that they needed alcohol or drugs to feel better about 
themselves and to reconcile ‘different’ parts of themselves into coherent wholes. 
The following account from Kushtrim, a 22-year-old Albanian man living in 
Athens shows how selling sex, when it impacts with an errant sensibility, can 
destabilise one’s self-perception as a viable (masculine) moral being.
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 I should not use cocaine, I got into a lot of trouble because of it … I have 
lots of debts and I am here (in a brothel) also to pay up … But when I use it, 
everything becomes clear to me … it is like the pieces of a puzzle finally all fit 
… I don’t talk with my family anymore, I think they heard something about 
what I do … that I go with men … for money … I cannot live with this, 
where I come from it is a shame … I lived with a Greek (man) for a while 
… But in the end it did not work out because I could not make my mind up 
and he got bored.

This last quote shows clearly how the impossibility to ‘own one’s desire (…) and 
to form loving relationships with others’ (Benjamin, 1988; Moore, 2007: 73) can 
prevent young migrants from both deterritorialising morally, socially and psycho-
logically from home and reterritorialising in the context of emigration. Struggling 
to deal with his desire for other men, which he eventually admitted to me during 
fieldwork, prevents Kushtrim from finding himself in relation to the heteronorma-
tivity he meets at home and the homonormativity he encounters in Greek society. 
But ‘owning one’s desire’ is only one of the strategic aspects distinguishing minor 
from errant sensibilities and experiences, which are also predicated on being able 
to assemble and perform strategic deeds and objects in front of relevant audiences, 
including oneself.
 Young men’s broader ability to own the moral, material and psychological terms 
of their subjectivities had a direct impact on the ‘agentic’ potential characterising 
their migration trajectories and the associated vulnerabilities. The conceptualisa-
tion of agency adopted here reflects the complexity of the lives of migrant male 
sex workers. As such, it transcends the neoliberal engendering of strategic binarisms 
such as the one between ‘freedom’ and ‘coercion’, and its parallel disembedding 
of these contexts from people’s lived experience of making (difficult) decisions. 
In contrast, following Saba Mahmood and Amartya Sen, I will refer to agency as 
‘what a person is free to do and achieve in pursuit of whatever goals or values he 
or she regards as important’ (Sen, 1985b: 203); or a capacity for people to act that 
is always created and enabled by specific relations of subordination (Mahmood, 
2005: 18). To make sense for migrants, academic and policymakers alike, agency 
has to be viewed as a culturally situated capacity for action allowing people to dif-
ferently inhabit and perform norms. It is only if we problematise the hegemonic 
naturalisation of liberatory politics as universally human that we can analyse opera-
tions of power constructing new different bodies, knowledges, and subjectivities 
(Mahmood, 2005: 14).
 Toprovide a more detailed account of the concepts and dynamics I have out-
lined above, in the next section I will explain how I came to understand that 
young people’s engagement in migration and in sex work was the consequence of 
an embedded decision, rather than choice. It was a decision that they had taken in 
relation to a macro-historical event: the liquefaction of modernity under the pres-
sure of neoliberalism, post-industrialism, commodification and individualisation. 
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36 Nicola Mai

Orienting decisions

It all became clear to me one morning when I urgently needed to print the guide-
line questionnaire of the semi-structured interviews with Albanian migrants in 
Italy. I went into a shop in Trastevere and started talking to Alin, the Moldovan 
young man in charge of an Internet cafe. As we were waiting for the printer and 
the computer to start up, he asked me what I was doing in Rome. I told him that 
I was doing research on young migrant men selling sex and that I was trying to 
understand how they had entered into in the sex industry. A conversation I had 
just a few days earlier with Besnik, a 20-year-old Albanian man, was still running 
through my head. 

 Besnik: I don’t want to work as a builder for €35 a day … look at my hands 
… they have to stay like this … they are not builder’s hands … here in Rome 
I have to spend €600 in rent every week … what can I do … back at home 
I have already built the second floor … for myself, when I go back … I need 
money also for my friends and neighbours … you know, when I go home I 
pretend … I mean I tell my friends that I am a boss here … they don’t know 
anything … they see I have money … I have been living here since the age 
of 13 … got here with my cousins and started selling drugs on their behalf … 
dope … pills, coke … sometimes … Then they were arrested and I had to run 
up here in Rome.

 Author: So how do you find the money now? 
 Alin: Can’t you see what I am wearing? It is all good stuff, Armani, look, look, 

Energie … How the hell do I find the money for this, eh? Not working as 
a builder … You know, when you live in the street you have to make a bit 
of everything … sometimes rich people come here and bring you home … 
sometimes you do what they want, sometimes you go there and empty their 
apartment … what can you do … they have so much money and we have 
nothing.

Besnik’s admission that he would rather sell sex than ‘work as a builder’ put many 
other interviews in context. Except in a few cases, resorting to sex work was 
never presented as a ‘free choice’, but justified and experienced as a difficult deci-
sion among a very restricted range of possibilities which were presented as worse 
because they were seen as more exploitative and dangerous. For instance Bogdan, 
a 22-year-old Romanian man living in Rome, explained to me that selling sex 
becomes preferable when young migrants become of age as they start being pros-
ecutable as adults.

 To be honest, it feels a bit strange when you say ‘I do this because there is no 
work’. I have interviewed hundreds of migrants and they all work … so there 
must be some ‘normal’ work around no? 

[1434] Chapter 03.indd   36[1434] Chapter 03.indd   36 15/08/2014   09:1015/08/2014   09:10

nicolamai
Inserted Text
Author: 

nicolamai
Cross-Out

nicolamai
Inserted Text
Besnik
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Listen, it is about the money, why do I have to work all day like a slave for €50 
when I can get them in ten minutes by fucking a queer… I can fuck all the men 
of Rome for money … I used to steal when I was in France, for the money. It was 
better money than fucking queers, but I could only do it as I was a minor.
 Bogdan’s reference to working to ‘normal work’ as ‘slavery’ turns the aboli-
tionist conflation of child prostitution with exploitation on its head (Mai, 2011). 
Many young men I interviewed explained to me clearly along very similar lines 
that they would rather sell sex than take up underpaid and casual work opportuni-
ties in other sectors. When I asked Alin, the Moldovan young man working at the 
Internet cafe, what he thought about the fact that many young men felt that they 
had no other option but to sell sex, he said:

 They would say that, of course. But the reality is that they would rather do 
that than wake up every morning and wait to be picked up by a plumber or a 
builder for a day’s wage. In the end it’s their decision. When I got to Rome I 
faced that. But I could not do that, nor steal. That’s not the way I am. I would 
rather wait and work for a pittance as a builder. For me it would be impossible 
to do what they do, for them it is impossible to do what I do. It’s the way one 
is really that makes the difference.

There it was. It is a difficult decision, but nevertheless a decision. And it is grounded 
in the ‘way one is’, which I interpret as one’s self-representation to oneself and to rel-
evant others. In my head I visualised the different roadside pick-up places for different 
de-skilled jobs in similarly irregular sectors I had come across as a migration studies 
scholar: agriculture, construction, and now the sex industry. These interrelated pick-
up lines were in places marked historically by the needs, priorities and mobilities of 
irregular labour and employment. Just like in Piazza della Repubblica Pasolini’s borga-
tari have been complemented by new globalised, boditarian and peri-urban subjects, 
contemporary ‘normal work’ pick-up places echo previous generations and articula-
tions of irregularity and precariousness. Before the arrival of international migrant 
labourers, they were populated by local and internal migrants labourers from peri-
urban areas and different regions in Italy (particularly the South), in the context of the 
process of modern industrialisation and nation building. The contemporary declina-
tion of the irregular labour pick-up joint is the result of the neoliberal production of 
a globalised, exploitable and deportable ‘underclass’ of de-skilled workers in sectors 
and jobs which have become undesirable in hosting societies because of the imposi-
tion of neoliberal ‘global hierarchies of value’ (Hertzfeld, 2012). Albanian, Moldovan 
and Romanian young people forming these pick-up lines share the experience of 
having been ‘differentially excluded’ from the rights associated to their labour, as 
well as from other areas of social and economic life (Castles, 1995). They also shared 
the tension between the desire to participate in commodified and individualised 
youth lifestyles and the precarisation enforced by the convergence of neoliberalism 
and post-industrialism, in the name of which working in the sex industry could be 
perceived and experienced as a ‘better’ job than most of the available alternatives. 
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38 Nicola Mai

 In order to understand the complexity of the social scenario within which young 
migrants’ decisions to migrate and work in the sex industry take place it is impor-
tant to be reminded of Amartya Sen’s notion of capability, which he describes as 
resulting from ‘the alternative combination of functionings the person can achieve’ 
and ‘from which he or she can choose one collection’ (Sen, 1993: 31). Sen’s con-
cept of capability addresses the enigmatic nexus between structure and agency from 
a position of acceptance of the complexity of people’s social settings, which leads 
him to produce socially embedded, contextual and non-ethnocentric understand-
ings of people’s ability to act. The social embeddedness of his notion of capability 
is confirmed by Sen’s definition of functionings, by which he means what people 
achieve, i.e. ‘what she or he manages to do or be’, in relation to the ‘commodities 
and instruments at his or her command’ (Sen, 1985a: 10). Sen’s approach is strate-
gic to understand the complex conditions of agency and vulnerability navigated by 
Albanian and Romanian male sex workers. For instance, Besnik’s excerpt above 
shows that examples of strategic functionings for migrant male sex workers include 
being well-dressed, building the second floor of the family home, eating well, 
being valued and accepted by one’s family and peer group, achieving migration 
legal status and being able to return with material goods for which he would be 
perceived as as a successful man by the local community. By deciding to migrate 
and work in the globalised sex industry Albanian and Romanian young men hope 
to assemble the functionings allowing them to meet ‘whatever goals or values he 
or she regards as important’ within a neoliberal social field characterised by objec-
tualisation and the logics of market fundamentalism. 
 A contextual reconceptualisation of the concept of ‘decision’ is central to the 
development of the main argument of this chapter and needs to be contextualised 
within social dynamics that, while being more prominent within post-commu-
nist societies, define all late modern societies. In order to account for the role of 
materiality and networks in the emergence of subjectivity I refer to ANT (Actor-
Network Theory – Latour, 2005), which conceptualises the subject as a network 
resulting from the assemblage of heterogeneous material including bodies, objects 
and narratives. Drawing on this reconceptualisation of subjectivities as heterogene-
ous assemblages and networks, I introduce the concept of mobile orientations to 
describe the way specific cultural objects, narratives, bodies, gender/sex roles and 
mobility patterns become ‘the space for action of specific subjectivities’ (Ahmed, 
2006). I believe that the epistemological prism of mobile orientations allows a 
more complex and satisfactory analysis of migrants’ understandings and experiences 
of agency, decision-making and vulnerability. These are embedded within the 
existential priorities and needs informing people’s migratory projects and sensibil-
ity, which emerge in relation to a dynamic evaluation of ‘past experiences and a 
desire to achieve some improvement in the future’ (Bastia and McGrath, 2011). 
Within this dynamic evaluation, the migrant can decide to endure relative exploi-
tation and ‘unfreedom’ to enter the alignment of objects, narratives, bodies and 
gender/sex roles through which he or she can inhabit a desired subjectivity. In the 
following and concluding section, I will provide a short summary of how these 
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Surfing liquid modernity 39

decisions are made, by contextualising them in the emergence of new migratory 
orientations in the context of ‘liquid’ late modern socio-economic transformations.

Conclusion: surfing liquid modernity

The conceptualisation of migrant subjects and the decisions they make as embed-
ded in the assemblages of mobile orientations is key to analyse their understandings 
of vulnerability and agency as it allows their priorities and needs to come to the 
fore in their full existential resonance. For young male migrants, taking the deci-
sion to migrate and work in the sex industry is inextricable from becoming the 
kind of man they want to be, which is an existential necessity. This does not 
mean that all decisions lead to agentic mobile orientations and to the enhanced 
experience of subjectivity migrants aspire to. As I have explained, migratory pro-
jects and experiences are sometimes characterised by loss, marginalisation and 
exploitation. In order to account for the plurality of sensibilities, subjectivities and 
experiences implicated in the emergence of mobile orientations it is important 
to underline how the latter coalesce around decisions which are made within 
deep socio-economic transformations. Following Caroline Humphrey’s reap-
praisal of Badiou’s concept of event as a deep socio-cultural shift introducing 
a ‘rupture of intelligibility’ (Humphrey, 2008) I define a decision as a strategic 
realignment through which mobile orientations and the embedded subjectivities 
respond to the new possibilities and challenges introduced by the convergence of 
neoliberalism and late modernity. The onset of neoliberal late modernity and its 
liquefaction of established modes of production, gender roles, authorities, morali-
ties and mobilities is the Badiouan event, the rupture of intelligibility, to which 
mobile orientations and their embedded vulnerabilities and agencies respond by 
making existential decisions.
 My research analyses the emergence of embodied and tacit cosmopolitan prac-
tices and subjectivities, alongside feelings of homelessness and loss, within the 
mobile orientations of young Albanian and Romanian migrants selling sex. By 
engaging in migration and the sex industry they can fractally afford morally and 
economically to improve their living conditions, to enjoy more individualised 
lifestyles, and to improve their and their families’ social respectability through the 
production of ‘objectualised’ deeds They take risks and opportunities to counter 
the increased precariousness and exploitability they and their family meet in neo-
liberal times both at home and abroad. In other words, by deciding to migrate 
and to work on what others may see as the global sex industry, migrant young 
men are attempting to ‘surf’ the hierarchies of value, socio-economic polarisations 
and normative binarisms engendered by neoliberal late modernity. Achieving the 
capabilities needed to surf ‘liquid’ late modern social transformations distinguishes 
minor from errant experiences of migration and sex work. By surfing I mean 
people’s agentic capability to assemble the functionings enabling them to live up 
to their self-representations and to achieve ‘whatever goals or values he or she 
regards as important’ (Sen, 1985a: 203). I also mean to imply the possibility for 
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40 Nicola Mai

young migrants to own the terms of their subjectivity by engaging in a fractal, and 
tacitly queer, reassembling of the binarisms and normativities through which they 
orient themselves. 
 The capabilities and functionings that allow young male migrants to surf late 
modernity are increasingly under pressure from the convergence of post-industrial-
ism, globalisation and the socio-economic restructurings engendered by the global 
onset of neoliberal late modernity. These macroscopic transformations encompass 
all global societies, but at the geopolitical and socio-economic peripheries of the 
global North, they also coincide with what Mercedes Jiménez Álvarez (2004) calls 
the ‘minorisation of poverty’. As a result, more and more minors and young adults 
became responsible for the economic viability of their households and are sub-
ject to a process of early adultisation and responsibilisation. Within the hegemony 
of neoliberal hierarchies of value and of the socio-economic transformation with 
which they are consistent, the majority of young male migrants from Albania and 
Romania can and do decide to work in the sex industry as a way to surf liquid 
modernity. What they do not decide upon, however, is the set of reduced func-
tionings, constraints and opportunities within which their mobile orientations, and 
the decisions shaping them, take place in liquid neoliberal times.
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