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Some prostitutes and academic feminists contend that prostitution should be legalized:
“Sex workers” would have greater autonomy over their earnings, they could report vio-
lence from pimps (men who economically benefit from a prostitute’s earnings) and johns
(customers), and international sex trafficking would decrease. Others, like Melissa Far-
ley, argue that legalizing prostitution would legitimize and increase women’s sexual
exploitation around the world.

Prostitution is many kinds of violence against
women, but it is often not clearly understood as
such. Because prostitution/trafficking is so
profitable, the factors that propel women into
sex businesses, such as sexism, racism, poverty,
and child abuse, are sometimes concealed. This
article reviews evidence for the extreme vio-
lence that occurs in prostitution and the physi-
cal and psychological harm that results from
that violence.

DENIAL

Institutions such as prostitution and slavery,
which have existed for thousands of years, are so
deeply embedded in cultures that they become in-
visible. In Mauritania, for example, there are
90,000 Africans enslaved by Arabs. Human rights
activists travel to Mauritania to report on slavery,
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but because they do not observe precisely the
stereotype of what they think slavery should look
like (for example, if they do not see bidding for
shackled people on auction blocks), then they
conclude that the Africans working in the fields
in front of them are voluntary laborers who are
receiving food and shelter as salary.

In a similar way, if observers do not see ex-
actly what the stereotype of “harmful” prostitu-
tion is, for example, if they do not see a girl being
trafficked at gunpoint from one state to another,
or if all they see is a streetwise teenager who
says, “I like this job, and besides, I’m making a
lot of money,” then they do not see the harm.
Prostitution tourists go to the prostitution zones
of Amsterdam, Atlanta, Phnom Penh, Moscow, or
Havana and see smiling girls waving at them
from glass cages or strip clubs. The customers
decide that prostitution is a free choice.

If we describe women as “sex workers” then we
are accepting conditions that in other employment
would be correctly described as sexual harass-
ment, sexual exploitation, or rape. If prostitution

Source: Melissa Farley. 2001. “Prostitution: The Business of
Sexual Exploitation.” Encyclopedia of Women and Gender,
Vol. 2, pp. 879–91. New York: Academic Press.
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is transformed into “commercial sex work,” then
the brutal exploitation of those prostituted by
pimps becomes an employer–employee relation-
ship. And the predatory, pedophiliac purchase of
a human being by the john becomes just an ev-
eryday business transaction.

The myth that prostitution is a free choice is a
major obstacle to understanding the harm of prosti-
tution. Most people in prostitution have few or no
other options for obtaining the necessities of life.
One woman, interviewed by Ine Vanwesenbeeck in
the Netherlands, described prostitution as “volun-
teer slavery,” clearly articulating both the appear-
ance of choice and the overwhelming coercion
behind that choice. Sexual exploitation seems to
happen with the “consent” of those involved. But
real consent involves the option to make other
choices. In prostitution, the conditions necessary
for choice—physical safety, information, equal
power with customers, and real alternatives—are
absent. Women in prostitution tend to be the ones
who have the fewest options.

The social and legal refusal to acknowledge the
harm of prostitution is stunning. Normalization of
prostitution by researchers, public health agencies,
and the media is a significant barrier to addressing
the harm of prostitution. In 1988, for example, the
World Health Organization described prostitution
as “dynamic and adaptive sex work, involving a
transaction between seller and buyer of a sexual
service.” Continuing this trend a decade later, the
International Labor Organization normalized pros-
titution as the “sex sector” of Asian economies de-
spite citing surveys that indicated that, for example,
in Indonesia, 96 percent of those interviewed
wanted to leave prostitution if they could. Lin Lim
commented, “many groups, sometimes including
government officials, have an interest in maintain-
ing the sex sector.” Libertarian ideology obfus-
cates the harm of prostitution, defining it as a form
of sex.

In the social sciences as well, the harm of pros-
titution becomes invisible. The psychological liter-
ature of the 1980s blamed battered women for their
victimization, describing them as “masochistic,” a

theoretical perspective that was later rejected for
lack of evidence. However, the notion that prosti-
tuted women (who are also battered women) have
personality characteristics that lead to their victim-
ization is still promoted. Karl Abraham saw prosti-
tution as a woman’s act of hostility against her
father, based on an oedipal fixation. And the sexol-
ogists, from Alfred Kinsey to Havelock Ellis to
Masters and Johnson, formulated their theories of
human sexuality by observing johns with prosti-
tutes, thus normalizing prostitution-like sexuality.

Since the 1980s, there has been huge growth in
socially legitimized pimping in the United States:
strip clubs, nude dancing, escort services, tanning
salons, massage parlors, phone sex, and computer
sex. Many people do not realize that these permu-
tations of the commercial sex industry are, in fact,
prostitution. The lines between prostitution and
nonprostitution have become blurred. New em-
ployees may assume they are going to dance,
waitress, or tend bar, but find that the real money
comes from prostituting after work. Lisa Sanchez
has pointed out that the amount of physical con-
tact between dancers and customers has escalated
since the 1980s, although earnings have decreased.
In addition to watching a stage show, in most strip
clubs, customers can buy either a table dance per-
formance by the dancer directly in front of them
or a lap dance where the dancer sits on the cus-
tomer’s lap while she wears few or no clothes and
grinds her genitals against his. Although he is
clothed, he usually expects ejaculation. Some-
times the table dance or lap dance is in front of
the customer on the main floor of the club. It may
also take place behind a curtain or in a private
room. The more private the sexual performance,
the more it costs, and the more likely that violent
sexual harassment or rape will occur. Although
the typical lap-dancing scenario does not involve
skin-to-skin sexual contact, for a larger tip, some
dancers allow customers to touch their genitals or
they masturbate or fellate johns. Used condoms
are often found in lap dance clubs.

Different kinds of exploitation and abuse
overlap and combine to harm women. Catharine
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MacKinnon has pointed out that “a great many in-
stances of sexual harassment in essence amount to
solicitation for prostitution.” The words used to
humiliate prostituted women are the same verbal
abuse used by men when they are beating up or
raping nonprostituting women. Racially constructed
ideas about women in sex tourism have a greater
and greater effect on the ways women of color are
treated at home. For example, Asian American
women reported rapes after men viewed pornogra-
phy of Asian women. A vast range of abuse makes
up a continuum of violence in which women are
first hurt in early childhood.

CHILD ABUSE AND PROSTITUTION

The prostitution of children is aggressively made
invisible. For example, commenting that the con-
nection between childhood sexual abuse and
prostitution has been “exaggerated,” Peter Davies
and Rayah Feldman described the prostituted
boys they interviewed in the United Kingdom as
having an average age of under 18, with 97 per-
cent of them younger than the legal age of con-
sent. In other words, their interviewees were
legally minors.

Another example of this invisibility is the com-
mon belief in Taiwan that the island’s 100,000 child
prostitutes want to prostitute because it pays for
their “expensive tastes” in clothes and jewelry.
Pimps are considered the children’s bodyguards.
Prejudice against indigenous people in Taiwan bol-
sters this denial of harm to their children, who
comprise most of the children in prostitution.

In many parts of the world, a younger rather
than older person is a preferred commodity, for
several reasons. First, the culturally advocated pe-
dophiliac sexuality in some countries (the Nether-
lands, India, the United States) channels men’s
sexual desire to younger and younger girls. Second,
children are more easily controlled than adults by
pimps and are more easily coerced by johns into
behaviors that adults might resist. Third, there is the
widespread but mistaken belief in some locales that
younger children are safer for the customer since

they are believed to be less likely to have HIV
(Thailand, Zambia).

Most women over the age of 18 in prostitution
began prostituting when they were adolescents.
Adele du Plessis, a social worker who worked with
homeless and prostituted children in Johannesburg,
South Africa, reported that she could not refuse her
agency’s services to 21-year-olds because she un-
derstood them to be grownup child prostitutes. Es-
timates regarding the age of recruitment into
prostitution vary, but early adolescence is the most
frequently reported age of entry into any type of
prostitution. Researcher Debra Boyer interviewed
sixty women prostituting in escort, street, strip
club, phone sex, and massage parlors (brothels) in
Seattle, Washington. All of them began prostituting
between the ages of 12 and 14. In another study, 89
percent had begun prostitution before the age of
16. Of 200 adult women in prostitution interviewed
by Mimi Silbert, 78 percent began prostituting as
juveniles and 68 percent began when they were
younger than 16.

The artificial distinction between child and
adult prostitution obscures the continuity be-
tween the two. On a continuum of violence and
relative powerlessness, the prostitution of a 12-
year-old is more horrific than the prostitution of
a 20-year-old, not because the crimes committed
against her are different, but because the younger
person has less power. In other respects, the expe-
riences of sexual exploitation, rape, verbal abuse,
and social contempt are the same, whether the
person being prostituted is the legal age of a child
or the legal age of an adult. The antecedent poverty
and attempts to escape from unbearable living con-
ditions (violence at home or the economic vio-
lence of globalization) are similar in child and
adult prostitution.

One woman interviewed by Boyer said, “We’ve
all been molested. Over and over, and raped. We
were all molested and sexually abused as chil-
dren, don’t you know that? We ran to get away.
They didn’t want us in the house anymore. We
were thrown out, thrown away. We’ve been on the
street since we were 12, 13, 14.”
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The chronic, systematic nature of violence
against girls and women may be seen more clearly
when incest is understood as child prostitution. Use
of a child for sex by adults, with or without pay-
ment, is prostitution of the child. When a child is
incestuously assaulted, the perpetrator’s objectifica-
tion of the child victim and his rationalization and
denial are the same as those of the john in prostitu-
tion. Incest and prostitution cause similar physical
and psychological symptoms in the victim.

Child sexual abuse is a primary risk factor for
prostitution. Familial sexual abuse functions as a
training ground for prostitution. One young woman
told Mimi Silbert and Ayala Pines, “I started
turning tricks to show my father what he made
me.” Andrea Dworkin described sexual abuse of
children as “boot camp” for prostitution. Re-
search and clinical reports have documented the
widespread occurrence of childhood sexual
abuse and chronic traumatization among prosti-
tuted women. From 60 percent to 90 percent of
those in prostitution were sexually assaulted in
childhood.

Multiple perpetrators of sexual abuse were
common, as was physical abuse in childhood.
Sixty-two percent of women in prostitution re-
ported a history of physical abuse as children.
Evelina Giobbe found that 90 percent of prosti-
tuted women had been physically battered in child-
hood; 74 percent were sexually abused in their
families, with 50 percent also having been sexu-
ally abused by someone outside the family. Of 123
survivors of prostitution at the Council for Prosti-
tution Alternatives in Portland, 85 percent reported
a history of incest, 90 percent a history of physical
abuse, and 98 percent a history of emotional
abuse.

In the 1980s, Silbert and Pines published a
number of groundbreaking studies that docu-
mented the role of child sexual abuse as an an-
tecedent to prostitution. These authors and
others have noted the role of pornography in the
recruitment of children into prostitution and in
teaching them how to act as prostitutes. Eighty
percent of a group of prostituted women and

girls in Vancouver, Canada, reported that while
working as prostitutes, they had been upset by
someone trying to coerce them into imitating
pornography.

Prostituting adolescents grow up in neglectful,
often violent families. Although not all sexually
abused girls are recruited into prostitution, most
of those in prostitution have a history of sexual
abuse as children, usually by several people. For
example, in a pilot study of prostituted women in
Vancouver, Melissa Farley and Jackie Lynne re-
ported that 88 percent of 40 women had been
sexually assaulted as children, by an average of
five perpetrators. This latter statistic (those as-
saulted by an average of five perpetrators) did
not include those who responded to the question
“If there was unwanted sexual touching or sexual
contact between you and an adult, how many
people in all?” with “tons” or “I can’t count that
high” or “I was too young to remember.” Sixty-
three percent of those whose experiences were
recorded in this study were First Nations women.

Survivors directly link physical, sexual, and
emotional abuse as children to later prostitution.
Seventy percent of the adult women in prostitu-
tion in one study stated that their childhood sex-
ual abuse affected their decision to become
prostitutes. They described family abuse and ne-
glect as not only causing direct physical and
emotional harm, but also creating a cycle of vic-
timization that affected their futures. For exam-
ple, one woman interviewed by Joanna Phoenix
stated that by the time she was 17, “all I knew
was how to be raped, and how to be attacked, and
how to be beaten up, and that’s all I knew. So
when he put me on the game [pimped her] I was
too down in the dumps to do anything. All I knew
was abuse.”

When she is sexually abused, the child is rein-
forced via attention, food, and money for behav-
ing sexually in the way the perpetrator wishes.
The perpetrator’s seductive manipulation of the
child causes immense psychological harm. In ad-
dition, many children are threatened with vio-
lence if they do not perform sexually.
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Angela Browne and David Finkelhor described
traumatic sexualization as the inappropriate condi-
tioning of the child’s sexual responsiveness and
the socialization of the child into faulty beliefs
and assumptions about sexuality. Traumatic sexu-
alization leaves the girl vulnerable to additional
sexual exploitation and is a critical component of
the grooming process for subsequent prostitution.
Some of the consequences of childhood sexual
abuse are behaviors that are prostitution-like; a
common symptom of sexually abused children is
sexualized behavior.

Sexual abuse may result in different behaviors
at different stages of the child’s development. Sexu-
alized behaviors are likely to be prominent among
sexually abused preschool-age children, submerge
during the latency years, and then reemerge during
adolescence as behavior described as promiscuity,
prostitution, or sexual aggression.

Sexual abuse causes extreme damage to chil-
dren’s self-esteem. Frank Putnam noted that the
child may incorporate the perpetrator’s perspec-
tive, eventually viewing herself as good for noth-
ing but sex, which is to say, she may adopt the
perpetrator’s view that she is a prostitute. Accord-
ing to John Briere, this constricted sense of self of
the sexually abused child and the coercive refusal
of the perpetrator to respect the child’s physical
boundaries may result in her subsequent difficul-
ties in asserting boundaries, in impaired self-
protection, and a greater likelihood of being
further sexually victimized, including becoming
involved in prostitution.

The powerlessness of having been sexually as-
saulted as a child may be related to the frequent
discussions of control and power by women who
are prostituting. The emotional and physical help-
lessness of the sexually abused child may be reen-
acted in the prostitution transaction, with vigilant
attention to the tiniest shard of control. Payment of
money for an unwanted sex act in prostitution may
make the girl or woman feel more in control when
compared to the same experience with no payment
of money. For example, one woman said that at
age 17, she felt safer and more in control turning

tricks on the street than she did in her home with
her stepfather who raped her.

Children commonly run away from homes in
which they are being sexually abused. If there is
no safe place to escape to, the child or adolescent
is left extremely vulnerable to further sexual ex-
ploitation and assault. Mimi Silbert reported that
96 percent of the adults she interviewed had been
runaway children before they began prostituting.
Louie and colleagues found that more than half
of fifty prostituting Asian girls aged 11 to 16 ran
away because of family problems.

Children in prostitution are recruited from run-
away and homeless populations. For example,
John Lowman described the average Canadian
prostitute as having entered prostitution between
the ages of 13 and 19, usually after running away
from home. Pimps exploit the vulnerability of run-
away or thrown-out children in recruiting them to
prostitution. In Vancouver, 46 percent of homeless
girls had received offers of “assistance to help
them work in prostitution.” One 13-year old who
had run away from home was given housing by a
pimp, but only in exchange for prostituting.

A survey of 500 homeless youths by Barbara
Lucas and Lena Hackett in Indianapolis found that
at first only 14 percent acknowledged that they
were “working as prostitutes.” This survey reveals
the importance of the wording of questions about
prostitution. When the Indiana adolescents were
later asked nonjudgmental questions about spe-
cific behaviors, they responded as follows: 32 per-
cent said that they had sex to get money; 21
percent said they had sex for a place to stay
overnight; 12 percent exchanged sex for food; 10
percent exchanged sex for drugs; and 6 percent ex-
changed sex for clothes. In other words, a total of
81 percent, not 14 percent of these 500 homeless
adolescents, were prostituting. The following
wordings for inquiry about prostitution are sug-
gested: “Have you ever exchanged sex for money
or clothes, food, housing, or drugs?” or “Have you
ever worked in the commercial sex industry: danc-
ing, escort, massage, prostitution, pornography,
video, internet, or phone sex?”
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Like heterosexual adolescent girls, gay male
adolescents’ prostitution behavior is likely to be a
reenactment of earlier sexual abuse. Homophobia
also plays a role in the prostituting of gay young
men. Gay youth may have been thrown out of
their homes because of their sexual orientation.
Furthermore, in many cities, prostitution was the
only available entry into the gay community; it
was an activity where boys could “practice”
being gay. Thus gay adolescent boys may develop
an identity that links their sexual orientation to
prostitution.

SOCIOECONOMIC CONTRIBUTION
TO ENTRY INTO PROSTITUTION

According to Julia Davidson, “Prostitution is an
institution in which one person has the social and
economic power to transform another human
being into the living embodiment of a masturba-
tion fantasy.” In addition to gender, poverty is a
precondition for prostitution. The economic vul-
nerability and limited career options of poor
women are significant factors in their recruitment
into prostitution. Of 854 people in prostitution
from nine countries (Canada, Colombia, Germany,
Mexico, South Africa, Thailand, Turkey, United
States, and Zambia), Melissa Farley and colleagues
found that 75 percent were currently or previously
homeless. PROMISE, a California agency serving
women in prostitution, reported that 67 percent of
those requesting services were currently or for-
merly homeless.

Lack of education was frequently a precursor
to entering prostitution. Seventy percent of West
Bengal Indian women wanted to escape prostitu-
tion, but the cultural and economic factors that
channeled them into prostitution prevented that: a
6 percent literacy rate, beatings, starvation, rape
by family members, and sexual exploitation at
their jobs. As reported by Molly Chattopadhyay
and her colleagues, women in most jobs in West
Bengal, India, were required to permit sexual ex-
ploitation in order to stay employed. The most
frequent reason given by these women for leaving

their last job was that prostitution would provide
“better pay for what they had to do anyway.”

RACISM AND COLONIALISM 
IN PROSTITUTION

Women in prostitution are purchased for their ap-
pearance, including skin color and characteristics
based on ethnic stereotyping. Throughout history,
women have been enslaved and prostituted based
on race and ethnicity, as well as gender and class.

Entire communities are affected by the racism
that is entrenched in prostitution. For example,
legal prostitution, such as strip clubs and stores that
sell pornography (that is, pictures of women in
prostitution) tends to be zoned into poor neighbor-
hoods, which in many urban areas in the United
States also tend to be neighborhoods of people of
color. The insidious trauma of racism continually
wears away at people of color and makes them vul-
nerable to stress disorders. Families who have been
subjected to race and class discrimination may in-
terface with street networks that normalize hustling
for economic survival. Sex businesses create a hos-
tile environment in which girls and women are con-
tinually harassed by pimps and johns. Women and
girls are actively recruited by pimps and are ha-
rassed by johns driving through their neighbor-
hoods. As Vednita Nelson pointed out, there is a
sameness between the abduction into prostitution
of African women by slavers and today’s cruising
of African American neighborhoods by johns
searching for women to buy.

Compared to their numbers in the United States
as a whole, women of color are overrepresented in
prostitution. For example, in Minneapolis, a city
that is 96 percent White European American, more
than half of the women in strip club prostitution
are women of color. Furthermore, African Ameri-
can women are arrested for prostitution solicita-
tion at a higher rate than others charged with this
crime.

Colonialism exploits not only natural re-
sources, but also the people whose land con-
tains those resources. Especially vulnerable to
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violence from wars or economic devastation, in-
digenous women are brutally exploited in prosti-
tution (for example, Mayan women in Mexico
City, Hmong women in Minneapolis, Karen
women in Bangkok, and First Nations women in
Vancouver).

Once in prostitution, women of color face bar-
riers that prevent escape. Among these is an ab-
sence of culturally sensitive advocacy services.
Other barriers faced by all women escaping pros-
titution are the lack of services that address emer-
gency needs (for example, shelters, drug/alcohol
detoxification, and treatment of acute posttrau-
matic stress disorder, or PTSD). There is a simi-
lar lack of services that address long-term needs,
such as treatment of depression and chronic post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), vocational
training, and long-term housing.

TRAFFICKING IS INTERNATIONAL
PROSTITUTION

Prostitution always involves marketing, and traf-
ficking is the marketing of prostitution. Women
in prostitution are transported to the most lucra-
tive market. The United Nations estimated that
two million women, girls, and boys were traf-
ficked into prostitution in 1999. Trafficking
(moving girls and women across international
borders) can not exist without an acceptance of
prostitution in the receiving country. Many gov-
ernments protect commercial sex businesses be-
cause of the massive profits (estimated at $56
billion per year). For example, the International
Labor Organization called on poor countries to
take economic advantage of “the sex sector,” that
is, prostitution and trafficking. Governments fre-
quently have chosen to protect the demand for
prostitution, rather than adopting complex solu-
tions, which would involve prevention through
community education programs and penalization
of traffickers, pimps, and customers. Govern-
ments have failed to address the root cause of
prostitution, which is the unequal status of
women.

In 1999, Thailand, Vietnam, China, Mexico,
Russia, Ukraine, and the Czech Republic were pri-
mary source countries for trafficking of women
into the United States. Source countries vary
according to the economic desperation of women,
promotion of prostitution/trafficking by corrupt
government officials who issue passports and
visas, and criminal connections in both the sending
and the receiving country such as gang-controlled
massage parlors and the lack of laws to protect
women who immigrate. The economic interdepen-
dence of countries and multinational corporations
(globalization) promotes prostitution and traffick-
ing by creating conditions for women to sell their
own sexual exploitation at far better rates of pay
than other forms of labor, according to Tanya Her-
nandez. Pimps and traffickers take advantage of
the unequal status of women and girls in the source
country by exploiting sexist and racist stereotypes
of women as property, commodities, servants, and
sexual objects.

Researcher Donna M. Hughes analyzed the
ways in which economic devastation in Russia
exacerbated preexisting gender inequality, promot-
ing sex businesses including trafficking. Russian
women have been scapegoated for keeping jobs
that some believe they should have given up to men
(the Russian Minister of Labor Melikyan stated
that all women should be unemployed before a sin-
gle man lost his job); domestic violence is at epi-
demic proportions; and sexual harassment on the
job is commonplace. Under these conditions, al-
most any opportunity to leave Russia, even one that
involves trafficking/prostitution, seems tolerable.

International prostitution includes prostitution
tourism (“sex tourism”), arranged marriages with
foreign women who are sexually objectified and
kept in domestic servitude (“mail-order brides”),
and recently, promotion of sexual exploitation by
internet pimping and online prostitution, as de-
scribed by Hughes.

The interconnectedness of racism and sexism in
prostitution is vividly apparent in sex tourism.
Colonialism in Asia and the Caribbean, according
to Hernandez, promoted a view of women of color
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as natural-born sex workers, sexually promiscuous
and immoral by nature. Over time, women of color
came to be viewed as “exotic others,” defined as in-
herently hypersexual on the basis of race and gen-
der. The prostitution tourist, reading between the
lines of travel brochures, denies the racist exploita-
tion of women in “native cultures,” as in Ryan
Bishop and Lillian Robinson’s analysis of the Thai
sex business: “Indigenous Thai people are seen as
Peter-Pan-like children who are sensual and never
grow up. Thus travel brochures assure sex tourists
that they are simply partaking of the Thai culture,
which just happens to be ‘overtly sexual.’ ”

PERVASIVE VIOLENCE 
IN PROSTITUTION

Prostitution is like rape. It’s like when I was fifteen
years old and I was raped. I used to experience leaving
my body. I mean that’s what I did when that man raped
me. I looked up at the ceiling and I went to the ceiling
and I numbed myself . . . because I didn’t want to feel
what I was feeling. I was very frightened. And while I
was a prostitute I used to do that all the time. I would
numb my feelings. I wouldn’t even feel like I was in
my body. I would actually leave my body and go some-
where else with my thoughts and with my feelings
until he got off and it was over with. I don’t know how
else to explain it except that it felt like rape. It was rape
to me. (Giobbe, 1991, p. 144)

Sexual violence and physical assault are norma-
tive experiences for women in prostitution. Silbert
and Pines reported that 70 percent of women in
prostitution were raped. The Council for Prostitu-
tion Alternatives in Portland reported that prosti-
tuted women were raped an average of once a week.

According to Ine Vanwesenbeeck, in the
Netherlands, 60 percent of prostituted women suf-
fered physical assaults, 70 percent experienced
verbal threats of physical assault, 40 percent ex-
perienced sexual violence, and 40 percent had
been forced into prostitution and/or sexual abuse
by acquaintances. Most young women in prostitu-
tion were abused or beaten by pimps as well as
johns. Eighty-five percent of women interviewed
by Ruth Parriott had been raped in prostitution.

Of 854 people in prostitution in nine countries, 71
percent had experienced physical assaults in pros-
titution, and 62 percent had been raped in prosti-
tution, according to Farley and colleagues.

According to Jody Miller, 94 percent of those
in street prostitution had experienced sexual as-
sault and 75 percent had been raped by one or
more johns. In spite of these reports of extreme
violence, there is a widespread belief that the
concept of rape does not apply to prostitutes.
Some people assume that when a prostituted
woman was raped, it was part of her job and that
she deserved or even asked for the rape. Nothing
could be farther from the truth.

Like battering, prostitution is domestic violence.
Giobbe compared pimps and batterers and found
similarities in the ways they used extreme physical
violence to control women, the ways they forced
women into social isolation, used minimization and
denial, threats, intimidation, verbal and sexual
abuse, and had an attitude of ownership. The tech-
niques of physical violence used by pimps are often
the same as those used by batterers and torturers.

The level of harassment and physical abuse of
women in strip club prostitution has drastically in-
creased in the past 20 years. Touching, grabbing,
pinching, and fingering of dancers removes any
boundary that previously existed between danc-
ing, stripping, and prostitution. In 1998, Kelly
Holsopple summarized the verbal, physical, and
sexual abuse experienced by women in strip club
prostitution, which included being grabbed on the
breasts, buttocks, and genitals, as well as being
kicked, bitten, slapped, spit on, and penetrated
vaginally and anally during lap dancing.

TRAUMA SYMPTOMS AMONG
WOMEN IN PROSTITUTION

Recruitment into prostitution begins with what
Kathleen Barry has called seasoning: brutal vio-
lence designed to break the victim’s will. After con-
trol is established, pimping tactics shift to
brainwashing and other forms of psychological
control. Pimps establish emotional dependency as
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quickly as possible, beginning with changing a
girl’s name. This obliterates her identity, separates
her from her past, and isolates her from her com-
munity. The purpose of pimps’ violence is to con-
vince women of their worthlessness and social
invisibility, as well as physically controlling them.

Escape from prostitution becomes more and
more difficult as the woman is repeatedly over-
whelmed with terror. She is forced to commit acts
that are sexually humiliating and that cause her to
betray her own principles. The contempt and vio-
lence aimed at her are eventually internalized, re-
sulting in a virulent self-hate that then makes it
even more difficult to defend herself. Survivors re-
port a sense of contamination, of being different
from others, and self-loathing, which lasts many
years after getting out of prostitution. Judith Her-
man and Lenore Terr have each described the
complexity of repetitive behaviors found in sur-
vivors of chronic trauma. Traumatic reenactments
of abuse are common, along with psychobiological
dysfunction, including self-destructive thoughts
and behaviors, self-contempt, feelings of shame
and worthlessness, substance abuse, eating disor-
ders, and sexual aversions or compulsions.

Dissociation is the psychological process of ban-
ishing traumatic events from consciousness. It is an
emotional shutting down, which occurs during ex-
treme stress among prisoners of war who are being
tortured, among children who are being sexually as-
saulted, and among women who are being battered,
raped, or prostituted. The emotional distancing nec-
essary to survive rape and prostitution is the same
technique used to endure familial sexual assault.
Most women report that they cannot engage in
prostitution unless they dissociate. Being drunk or
high has been described as chemical dissociation.

One woman described the link between johns’
behavior and her dissociation while she was pros-
tituting in a strip club:

You start changing yourself to fit a fantasy role of what
they think a woman should be. In the real world, these
women don’t exist. They’re not really looking at you.
You become this empty shell. You’re not you. You’re
not even there. (Farley, unpublished interview, 1998)

People in prostitution also suffer from post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Symptoms of
PTSD include anxiety, depression, insomnia, irri-
tability, flashbacks, emotional numbing, and hy-
peralertness. Farley and colleagues found that 68
percent of 854 people in prostitution from nine
countries met diagnostic criteria for PTSD, sug-
gesting that the traumatic consequences of prosti-
tution were similar across different cultures. The
following are two examples of PTSD.

Saundra Sturdevant and Brenda Stolzfus inter-
viewed an Okinawan woman who had been pur-
chased by U.S. military personnel during the
Vietnam War. Many years later, she still became
extremely agitated and had visions of sexual as-
sault and persecution on the 15th and 30th of each
month, the days that had been Army paydays. An-
other woman who spoke to Farley described symp-
toms of PTSD that were a consequence of violence
in prostitution: “I wonder why I keep going to ther-
apists and telling them I can’t sleep, and I have
nightmares. They pass right over the fact that I was
a prostitute and I was beaten with two-by-four
boards, I had my fingers and toes broken by a
pimp, and I was raped more than 30 times. Why do
they ignore that?”

Over time, the violence of prostitution, the con-
stant humiliation, the social indignity, and the
misogyny result in personality changes that Judith
Herman has described as complex posttraumatic
stress disorder (CPTSD). Symptoms of CPTSD in-
clude changes in consciousness and self-concept,
changes in the ability to regulate emotions, shifts in
systems of meaning, such as loss of faith, and an
unremitting sense of despair. Sexual feelings are
severely damaged in prostitution. Once out of pros-
titution, 76 percent of a group of women inter-
viewed by Ruth Parriott reported that they had
great difficulty with intimate relationships.

PHYSICAL HEALTH CONSEQUENCES
OF PROSTITUTION

Chronic health problems result from physical
abuse and neglect in childhood, sexual assault,
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battering, untreated health problems, and over-
whelming stress. Prostituted women suffer from
all of these. Many of the chronic physical symp-
toms of women in prostitution are similar to the
physical consequences of torture. In a 1985 study
by the Canadian government, the death rate of
those in prostitution was found to be 40 times
higher than that of the general population.

A lack of attention to pervasive physical and
sexual violence has resulted in failures of the
health care system for all women. Those in prosti-
tution lacked access to social and medical ser-
vices that were available to other women. Fear of
arrest and social contempt made it difficult for
prostituted women to seek emergency shelter or
medical treatment.

Although the majority of research on prosti-
tuted women’s health from 1980 to 2000 focused
exclusively on HIV or other sexually transmitted
diseases (STDs), some research has addressed
non-HIV-related health problems. Prostituted
women had an increased risk of cervical cancer
and chronic hepatitis. Incidence of abnormal Pap
screens was several times higher than the state
average in a Minnesota study of prostituted
women’s health. Childhood rape was associated
with increased incidence of cervical dysplasia in
Ann Coker and colleagues’ study of women pris-
oners, many of whom had been in prostitution.

Half of the women interviewed in San Francisco
in 1998 by Farley and Barkan reported physical
health problems, including joint pain, cardiovascu-
lar symptoms, respiratory symptoms, neurological
problems, and HIV (8 percent). Seventeen percent
stated that, if it were accessible, they would request
immediate hospital admission for drug addiction or
emotional problems. Many acute and chronic prob-
lems were directly related to violence. In addition
to poor nutrition, gastrointestinal problems, and
pneumonia, Eleanor Miller reported that women in
prostitution had bruises, broken bones, cuts, and
abrasions that resulted from beatings and sexual as-
saults. One woman said about her health:

I’ve had three broken arms, nose broken twice, [and]
I’m partially deaf in one ear. . . . I have a small fragment

of a bone floating in my head that gives me migraines.
I’ve had a fractured skull. My legs ain’t worth shit no
more; my toes have been broken. My feet, bottom of
my feet, have been burned; they’ve been whopped with
a hot iron and clothes hanger . . . the hair on my pussy
had been burned off at one time. . . . I have scars. I’ve
been cut with a knife, beat with guns, two by fours.
There hasn’t been a place on my body that hasn’t been
bruised somehow, some way, some big, some small.
(Giobbe, 1992, p. 126)

Frida Spiwak reported that 70 percent of 100
prostituted girls and women in Bogota had physical
health problems. In addition to STDs, their dis-
eases were those of poverty and despair: allergies,
respiratory problems, and blindness caused by glue
sniffing, migraines, symptoms of premature aging,
dental problems, and complications from abortion.
Adolescent girls and boys in prostitution surveyed
by D. Kelly Weisberg reported STDs, hepatitis,
pregnancies, sore throats, flu, and repeated suicide
attempts. Women who serviced more customers in
prostitution reported more severe physical symp-
toms. The longer women were in prostitution, the
more they suffered symptoms of STDs.

Globally, the incidence of HIV seropositivity
among prostituted women and children is devastat-
ing. Homeless children are at highest risk for HIV,
for example, in Romania and Colombia. Peter Piot
noted that half of new AIDS cases are in the
under-25 age group, and that girls are likely to be-
come infected at a much younger age than boys, in
part because of the acceptance of violence against
women and girls in most cultures. . . .

CRIMINAL JUSTICE RESPONSES 
TO PROSTITUTION

It is commonly assumed that the greater the legal
tolerance of prostitution, the easier it is to control
public health. Public health in this context refers
primarily to STDs in johns rather than to the psy-
chological and physical health of prostituted
women.

Legalized prostitution involves state, county, or
city ordinances that regulate prostitution, for exam-
ple, issuing zoning permits, requiring STD tests,
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and collecting taxes. In effect, the state operates
as the pimp. In Nevada, state regulations deter-
mine geographic location and size of brothels, as
well as activities of women outside the brothel.
Prostituted women are only allowed into nearby
towns from 1 to 4 p.m., are restricted to certain
locations, and are even prohibited from talking to
certain persons. Respondents in South Africa and
Zambia were asked whether they thought they
would be safer from sexual and physical assault
if prostitution were legal. A significant majority
(68 percent) said “no.” The implication was that
regardless of the legal status of prostitution, those
in it knew that they would continue to experience
violence.

The HIV epidemic has brought with it the ad-
vocacy of another legal approach to prostitution:
decriminalization, or the cessation of enforce-
ment of all laws against prostitution. Decriminal-
ization of prostitution has been promoted by sex
businesses as a way to remove the social stigma
associated with prostitution. Decriminalization
would normalize commercial sex, but it would
not reduce the trauma and the humiliation of
being prostituted. Compared to illegal prostitu-
tion, decriminalization would facilitate men’s ac-
cess to women and children.

Stating that “prostitution is not a desirable so-
cial phenomenon,” the Swedish government in
1999 criminalized the behavior of pimps and
johns but not those who were prostituting. Noting
that “it is not reasonable to punish the person
who sells a sexual service [because] in the major-
ity of cases this person is a weaker partner who is
exploited,” the Swedish government allocated so-
cial welfare monies to “motivate prostitutes to
seek help to leave their way of life.” This progres-
sive interventionist approach reflects the Swedish
interest in counteracting growth of commercial
sex businesses.

In the United States, although there is legislative
concern about forced trafficking, there are few
legal remedies for women who enter prostitution
because of educational neglect, emotional abuse, or
lack of economic alternatives. Some women in

prostitution do not appear to have been forced
or coerced. Public policies that offer legal, fi-
nancial, and social assistance only to those who
can prove violent force, or who are under age
eighteen, or who crossed international borders,
do not address the core of violence that is pre-
sent in all types of prostitution. Legal responses
to prostitution are inadequate if they fail to in-
clude johns, as well as pimps and traffickers, as
perpetrators.

The state of Florida passed a remarkably pro-
gressive law that addresses some of the forces
propelling girls and women into prostitution. The
Florida law specifically prohibits inducement
into prostitution by sexual abuse, by pornogra-
phy, or by exploiting the need for food, shelter,
safety, or affection.

CONCLUSION

Commercial sex businesses are a multibillion dol-
lar global market that includes strip clubs, massage
parlors, phone sex, online prostitution, internet
pimping of women and children, adult and child
pornography, street, brothel, and escort prostitu-
tion. One’s political perspective will determine
whether prostitution is viewed primarily as a pub-
lic health issue, as an issue of zoning and property
values (which parts of town should house strip
clubs and pornography stores?), as vocational
choice, as sexual liberation, as freedom of speech
(does the webmaster have the right to sell internet
photographs of prostituted women being raped?),
as petty crime, as domestic violence, or as human
rights violation.

For the vast majority of the world’s prostituted
women, prostitution is the experience of being
hunted, dominated, harassed, assaulted, and bat-
tered. Intrinsic to prostitution are numerous viola-
tions of human rights: sexual harassment, economic
servitude, educational deprivation, job discrimina-
tion, domestic violence, racism, classism, vulnera-
bility to frequent physical and sexual assault, and
being subjected to body invasions that are equiva-
lent to torture.
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Demand creates supply in prostitution. Be-
cause men want to buy sex, prostitution is as-
sumed to be inevitable, therefore “normal.”
Men’s ambivalence about the purchase of
women, however, is reflected in the scarcity of
research interviews with johns and in their desire
to remain hidden. In a series of interviews with
johns conducted by women prostituting in mes-
sage parlors, Elizabeth Plumridge noted that, on
the one hand, the men believed that commercial
sex was a mutually pleasurable exchange, and on
the other hand, they asserted that payment of
money removed all social and ethical obligations.
A john interviewed by Neil McKeganey and Ma-
rina Barnard said: “It’s like going to have your car
done, you tell them what you want done, they
don’t ask, you tell them you want so and so done.”

Programs that assist women in prostitution can
not succeed in the long run unless social systems
that keep women subordinate also change. Jacque-
lyn White and Mary Koss observed that violent
behaviors against women have been associated
with attitudes that promote men’s beliefs that
they are entitled to sexual access to women, that
they are superior to women, and that they have a
license for sexual aggression. Prostitution myths
are a component of attitudes that normalize sex-
ual violence. Martin Monto found that johns’ ac-
ceptance of commodified sexuality was strongly
associated with their acceptance of rape myths,
violent sex, and less frequent use of condoms
with women in prostitution. A widespread accep-
tance among men of what has been described as
nonrelational sexuality may be a contributing fac-
tor to the normalization of prostitution. According
to sociologist Kathleen Barry, in today’s culture we
do not distinguish sex that is exploitative or coer-
cive from sex that is a positive human experience.
This blurring results in what Barry has called the
prostitution of human sexuality.

Prostitution must be exposed for what it really
is: a particularly lethal form of male violence
against women. The focus of research, preven-
tion, and law enforcement in the next decades
must be on the demand side of prostitution.

CRITICAL-THINKING QUESTIONS

1. Many people believe that prostitution is a free
choice. Farley argues that this belief is false.
Why? What is your view of this issue?
2. How does prostitution reflect an intersection
of race, sex, and class oppression?
3. In terms of the legal status of prostitution,
how do decriminalization and legalization differ?
Why is Farley opposed to both? Do you agree or
disagree with her position?
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