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Red Light Heterotopias 

In the beginning phases of writing this paper, I would have never imagined that Foucault’s conceptualization of heterotopias and marginal sites (which play an active role in human engagement), would have lead me to the ACLU (Rhode Island Affiliate, American Civil Liberties Union) website; particularly the section on “brothels” or so-called massage parlors that are actually illegal sex spas that operate in Rhode Island. 

These types of places are what I like to call “red light heterotopias” something that is described as Foucault’s “sixth principle.” Often they are similar to Foucault’s mirrored places in which they function as absolute realities that are connected with the space that surrounds them, while at the same moment they are absolutely unreal. These heterotopias are chameleons, blending into our communities with the changes of time; ultimately preserving the underbellies of urban environments, acting as outlets for perfectionism, which has become embedded in our physical and social framework.

Since the inception of urban centers, one could say that brothels are ephemeral. Like so many other heterotopias (such as museums, libraries or cinemas) they have a defined and resolute purpose within a society. In an ancient context, brothels, in Greek society were often implemented as “outlets,” that were meant to alleviate disturbances caused by sexually unfulfilled transients (mariners, workers, etc.) and were often seen as supporters of the public economy. Other early incidences include temple prostitutions that was common in many Mediterranean and Middle Eastern countries. In a sense, these types of establishments are created to act as real spaces; they are perfected and well arranged, covering up the messy, jumbled and taboo world that we are all exposed to.

It is funny to think about certain modern-day incarnations of ancient brothels. Such establishments are often placed in urban centers, in Rhode Island’s case, they exist in local communities. One in particular is called “Lily Spa” on Admiral Street in Providence; it has become part of my neighborhood. I was reminded of these places, while reading Zeymep Kezer’s article “If walls could talk.” which explored the dimensions of heterotopias at Four Seasons Istanbul Hotel; in many ways brothels and hotels are the same. This is apparent from looking at the Four Seasons Hotels who tried to disassociate itself from its former existence as Sultanahmet prison. Rhode Island has tried to hide its embarrassing past of legalized indoor prostitution by hiding these places away in communities, in which they are often referred to as “spas. 

 Today these so-called spas are becoming more difficult to recognize when boundaries are blurred and exclusion and inclusion no longer overlap with visible markers. Just like an elite hotel, these spas are elusive; gaining entry is an illusion, however, it tries to act as a public place that anyone can gain admittance. It is carefully monitored with buzzers, fortified doors and cameras that are strategically placed for the monitoring of who comes and goes or possibly for potential raids. Their locations are often temporary, but they never truly go away; just look really close and I am sure you will spot one.
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