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Prostitution and Sexual Trafficking: An Inherent Link

Sexual trafficking is the recruitment, transportation (within national or across international borders), transfer, harboring, or receipt of persons for the purposes of prostitution and/or other forms of commercial sexual exploitation. That sexually trafficked persons are trafficked for purposes of prostitution, and not cookie baking
 or some other begin purpose, is a point often glossed over. But if it were not for the existence of prostitution, and the demand it generates for sexually accessible bodies, sex trafficking would not exist.
  Thus, understanding the nature of prostitution is central to understanding the experiences of sexually trafficked persons. 
Commercialization of Sex Equals Dehumanization of Sex
Any sex act on account of which anything of value ― money, drugs, clothing, shelter, food, etc. ― is given to or received by any person is by definition a commercial sex act (CSA).
 It is the exchange of something of value, in return for the performance of a sex act (an act intended to cause a state of sexual arousal and/or climax) which commercializes the act. Commercialization of sex reduces it to an exchange devoid of intimacy, mutual fulfillment, and reciprocity of affection. Thus the sex of human relations is robbed of its uniquely human characteristics ― dehumanized. 

The Dehumanization of Prostituted Persons
But not only is the sex of commercial sex rendered un-human, the participants themselves are also dehumanized. The individual, whose sex is bought and paid for, is not viewed as a whole person with an identity, an intellect, a spirit, but as merely a body for rent, or orifices affording temporary occupancy. The following passage by Dr. Melissa Farley of Prostitution Research & Education, describes the dehumanization that occurs in prostitution:

In prostitution, she is depersonalized; her name and identity disappear. She shuts down her feelings to protect her self. She becomes “something for him to empty himself into, acting as a kind of human toilet” (Hoigard & Finstad, 1986). Whether she is coerced at gunpoint, or whether she “acts the part” in order to survive for so long that the mask takes over–either way, she doesn’t stay a whole person. She constructs a self that conforms to the masturbatory fantasies of johns, a self that smiling accommodates verbal abuse, sexual harassment, rape and torture. Over time, the prostituted self takes over more and more of the rest of her. She is disappeared. The harm she experiences in prostitution is made invisible, described not as sexual harassment, not as rape, not as intimate partner violence, but as “sex.”

The dehumanization that occurs in prostitution, or any commercial sex act, as well as its dependency on the use of another person for selfish purposes makes commercial sex inherently exploitive. To reinforce these points, and clarify that the john’s is the dominate role in the commercial sex exchange, the following analysis is offered:

Whether he is submissive, flat​tering or abusive, the client’s treatment of the prostitute repre​sents a denial of her subjectivity and humanity, and this process of denial both draws upon and reinforces profoundly misogy​nistic images of women. As well as paying for the sexual pleas​ure, physical labor and/or the making available of body parts, the john is effectively paying the prostituted women to be a per​son who is not a person; the es​sence of the transaction is that she is an object, not a subject, within it. There is and can be no mutuality of consideration, pleas​ure or treatment in the prostitu​tion contract, the whole purpose of which is to ensure that one party is the object to the other’s subject, that one party does not use their personal desire as a cri​terion for determining the sexual acts which do and do not take place. (O’Connell Davidson and Sanchez Taylor, 1998)

Thus, there is no such thing as un-exploitive commercial sex. Irrespective of the degree of autonomy of the individuals whose bodies are utilized in commercial sex, exploitation occurs. Kathleen Barry, an expert on sex trafficking of women, explains this well:

Consent is not a good divining rod as to the existence of oppres​sion, and consent to violation is a fact of oppression. Oppression cannot effectively be gauged ac​cording to the degree of “con​sent”, since even in slavery there was some consent, if consent is defined as inability to see, or feel entitled to, any alternative. If, for example, consent was the crite​rion for determining whether or not slavery is a violation of human dignity and rights, slavery would not have been recognized as a violation because an important element of slavery is the accept​ance of their condition by many slaves.
 

As a result of the inherently exploitive nature of commercial sex, commercial sex acts are frequently referred to as “commercial sexual exploitation.”

Faces of Prostitution

The photo series that follows is provided as a challenge to popular myths about prostitution:
· that it is a job like any other;
· that the women and girls in prostitution enjoy the sex;
· that there are no victims in prostitution;
· that the women and girls in prostitution are individuals in control of the sex identities and destinies.
As you view these images it is important to keep in mind the following five items:

1) The names of the women whose photos are shown have been changed;

2) All prostitution of persons under 18 is de facto sex trafficking; 

3) A high prevalence of foreign-born women in any given country’s sex industry is highly indicative of sex trafficking; 

4) The vast majority of adult women in prostitution in any given country experience levels of physical and psychological coercion, abuse, and torture that plainly classify them as victims of sex trafficking; and

5) Victims of sexual trafficking are trafficked into and are used in various forms of commercial sexual exploitation such as prostitution, pornography, and stripping. Thus prostitution and sexual trafficking are symbiotically related ― the existence of prostitution is the only reason sex trafficking exists.

We hope you will join with us in concluding that prostitution. and the trafficking of persons for purposes of prostitution, are dehumanizing evils that must be eradicated. Normalizing the harm of prostitution by legalization and regulation of prostitution is not the answer, any more than making conditions better on African-American slave holding plantations of centuries past, was the answer to the slave trade. 
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