“A brave and brilliant book—[it] consti-
tutes a quantum leap forward for global
feminist theory.” —Robin Morgan

PROSTITUTION
dSEXUALITY

hATHLEEN BARRY

The Global Exploitation of Women




The Prostitution of Sexuality






The Prostitution

of Sexuality

Kathleen Barry

1

New York University Press
New York and London



NEW YORK UNIVERSITY PRESS
New York and London

Copyright © 1995 by Kathleen Barry
All rights reserved

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Barry, Kathleen.

The prostitution of sexuality / Kathleen Barry.
. cm.
Includes bibliographical references (p. ) and index.
ISBN o-8147-1217-7 (cloth : acid-free paper) ISBN o-8147-1277-0 pbk.
1. Prostitution—Moral and ethical aspects. 2. Sex oriented
businesses. 3. Sex crimes. 4. Women—Crimes against. 5. Feminist
theory. I Title.
HQr17.B37 1995
306.74—dc20 94-27897
CIP

New York University Press books are printed on acid-free paper,
and their binding materials are chosen for strength and durability.

Manufactured in the United States of America

iIo 9 8 7 6 §5 4 3 2



Contents

Preface vii
Introduction 1
1. Prostitution of Sexuality 20
2. Sexual Power 49

3. Josephine Butler: The First Wave of Protest 91

4. Industrialization of Sex 122

5. Trafficin Women 165
6. Pimping: The Oldest Profession 198
7. The State: Patriarchal Laws and Prostitution 220
8. Patricia Hearst: Prototype of Female Sexual Slavery 250

9. Human Rights and Global Feminist Action 276

Appendix: Proposed Convention Against Sexual Exploitation,
Draft of January 1994 323

Notes 345
Index 369






PREFACE TO EBOOK EDITION

Following the publication of Female Sexual Slavery in 1979, 1 wrote The
Prostitution of Sexuality in 1995 to expose the violent, degrading, exploit-
ative sex that men buy in prostitution, a finding that has since been revealed
in recent prostitution survivors’ testimonies and the research of Dr. Melissa
Farley on men who buy sex. That such sex, through pornography especially,
has become normalized, finding its way into bedrooms, relationships, and
developing teen sexuality, this book made clear.

With the 2012 release of ebook editions of The Prostitution of Sexuality, 1
can report that not much has changed about the normalization of prostitution
sex. Certainly there has been a wider and more uncontrollable diffusion of
pornography via the Internet. And many practices of female sexual slavery
are no longer treated as criminal. Readers will find here a remembering of a
time not too long ago, when it was considered egregious for white American
and European men seeking docile, obedient wives to buy Asian, Russian,
and Latin American women. While this was considered trafficking in human
beings, it has become so accepted today that mail order bride buying seems
to many to be just another version of on-line dating and match-making.

The most important change since I originally wrote this book is the vital-
ity and global reach of the feminist movement to abolish prostitution. It chal-
lenges customer demand and is winning legal changes in prostitution laws
that result in the arrest, jailing, and fining of customers. Initially prompted
by this book, this abolitionist movement is likewise demanding support pro-
grams for prostituted women.

Feminist activism to abolish prostitution originated in Sweden under
the leadership of lawyer Gunilla Ekberg, then a government minister, and
has resulted in what is now a tried and tested law that prohibits the pur-
chase of sexual services. Buying prostitution is considered violence against
women under the law that took force in 1999 as part of the Swedish Vio-
lence Against Women Act. Within ten years of its enactment, due to arrests
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of customers, prostitution has been halved in Sweden. In November 2008,
Norway criminalized sex purchasing, as did Iceland in April 2009. In 2012
the law has come before the Knesset in Israel, and in several more coun-
tries campaigns to abolish prostitution are under way. The French Minister
of Women’s Rights announced in early 2012 that she is launching a cam-
paign to abolish prostitution not only in France but in all of Europe. With
the French campaign the abolitionist movement is making the first moves
beyond the state-by-state approach ending prostitution.

State campaigns, whether they involve states within the United States or
nation states around the world, are necessary to begin the abolition of prosti-
tution where it is located. But they will always remain only partial victories
that leave many women in unaffected states vulnerable to prostitution—par-
ticularly the poor, and particularly those in the developing world. The abo-
litionist movement must be at once local and global, national and interna-
tional. We have understood the necessity of this strategy since women in the
U.S. found that they would not be able to get the right to vote for everyone
one state at a time. We needed a constitutional amendment. Likewise, that is
why the U.S. required the federal Civil Rights Act of 1965, to extend rights
to minorities and women in those states that had refused equality for all.

The best place to start the international campaign for abolishing prostitu-
tion is with the Convention Against Sexual Exploitation (see Appendix here),
which is a treaty that when signed and enacted by nation states, establishes
a new human right—to live free of sexual exploitation in all of its forms.
It requires penalties against those who sexually exploit another whether
through rape, sexual harassment, prostitution, or pornography, whether in
their homes, on the streets, or in the migration process, and whether they are
children or adults. I welcome this new ebook edition especially for the role
it can continue to play in abolishing prostitution around the world.

Kathleen Barry
Santa Rosa, California
September, 2012



Introduction

Sexual exploitation objectifies women by reducing them to sex;
sex that incites violence against women and that reduces
women to commodities for market exchange. Sexual exploitation is
the foundation of women’s oppression socially normalized. This is
a difficult and painful subject to study. I tried to back away from
this painfulness when I wrote Female Sexual Slavery. 1 said then:

When a friend first suggested that I write a book on what I was describ-
ing to her as female sexual slavery, I resisted the idea. I had gone through
the shock and horror of learning about it in the late 1960s when I
discovered a few paternalistically written books documenting present-
day practices. During that same period I found a biography of Josephine
Butler, who single-handedly raised a national and then international
movement against forced prostitution in the nineteenth century but who
is now virtually unknown. I realized that Josephine Butler’s current
obscurity was directly connected to the invisibility of sex slavery today.
And so I wrote a few short pieces on the subject and incorporated my
limited information into the curriculum of the women’s studies classes
that I taught.

But to write a book on the subject—to spend 2 or 3 years researching,
studying female slavery—that was out of the question. I instinctively
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withdrew from the suggestion; I couldn’t face that. But as the idea
settled over the next few weeks, I realized that my reaction was typical
of women’s response: even with some knowledge of the facts, I was
moving from fear to paralysis to hiding. It was then that I realized, both
for myself personally and for all the rest of us, that the only way we can
come out of hiding, break through our paralyzing defenses, is to know
the full extent of sexual violence and domination of women. It is knowl-
edge from which we have pulled back, as well as knowledge that has
been withheld from us. In knowing, in facing directly, we can learn how
to chart our course out of this oppression, by envisioning and creating a
world which will preclude female sexual slavery. In knowing the extent
of our oppression we will have to discover some of the ways to begin
immediately breaking the deadly cycle of fear, denial-through-hiding,
and slavery.

Far from being the project I feared facing, the research, study, and
writing of this book [Female Sexual Slavery] have given me knowledge
that forces me to think beyond confinement of women’s oppression.
Understanding the scope and depth of female sexual slavery makes it
intolerable to passively live with it any longer. I had to realistically
visualize a world that would preclude this enslavement by projecting
some ways out of it. Reading about sexual slavery makes hope and
vision necessary.

That was 1979.

Because I found it painful to write about this fact of women’s
lives, for the next decade, the 1980s, I tried to shift some of my
work into other areas. In 1980, just after my book Female Sexual
Slavery was published, I conducted meetings on this issue at the
1980 Mid—Decade of Women Conference in Copenhagen, from
which came an international feminist meeting held in Rotterdam
in 1983. I am grateful to Barbara Good for her networking that
led now Senator Barbara Mikulski to initiate a resolution we
drafted on prostitution that was adopted in the 1980 U.N. Con-
ference in Copenhagen, a significant boost to this work. But
launching international feminist political action to confront sex-
ual exploitation also brought out the proprostitution lobby—
organizations and individuals who actively promote prostitu-
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tion—who made me and my lectures the focus of their attack and
disruption and hate campaigns for several years.

I returned to the United States to find that our own feminist
movement against pornography which I was part of launching in
the 1970s had escalated with the most important legal approach
to have come out of our movement to that point, the feminist civil
rights antipornography law, “the Dworkin-MacKinnon Ordi-
nance,” as we have come to call it. Political radical feminism
more and more was directing its energies to the struggle against
pornography, challenging sexual liberals and just plain liberals for
their promotion of sexual abuse and exploitation. This brought
out the “sexual outlaws”; lesbian sadomasochists and heterosex-
ual women hiding behind their private pornographic sexual lives
joined forces to form the “Feminist” Anti-Censorship Task Force.
Radical feminism was under siege as it had been a century earlier.
We barely noticed the shift that was occurring in the women’s
movement, the shift to a one-issue movement. We had already
learned that single-issue movements do not survive because they
are disconnected from the totality of women’s oppression.

I found myself in the ironic position of building an international
movement only to come home to my own movement to find I was
out there alone on the issue of female sexual slavery. I lectured on
prostitution as a condition of sexual exploitation. But it was
treated by the movement as an “add-on,” an issue tacked on to
the work against pornography or sexual violence simply to be
sure that all the bases were covered.

After organizing an international meeting in Rotterdam on
female sexual slavery in 1983, exhausted and depressed from
repeated undermining and personal attack on my radical feminism
by the proprostitution lobby and by Western liberals there, I
announced to several feminist friends including Robin Morgan,
whose support has been more than sustaining, that I had gone as
far as I could on this issue. I explained that even after organizing
an international meeting, I was still alone and I was withdrawing.
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But they had other plans. They were excited about how the inter-
national network I had been developing could begin a new wave
of NGOs, nongovernmental organizations in consultative status
with the United Nations. (I actually moaned aloud in the restau-
rant when Robin proposed this over dinner.) Having worked
with many human-rights NGOs internationally, I could see the
potential for global feminist consciousness raising. The interna-
tional networking I had been developing on the issue of traffic in
women would qualify our coalition for human rights (Category
II) status with the United Nations.

However, I rejected then, as I do now, the idea of a one-woman
movement. Although I could no longer be out there alone on
this issue, especially among women from the West, I reluctantly
initiated the application to the United Nations for NGO status.
That work, along with demands for lectures and actions orga-
nized on behalf of victims, kept me going despite my personal
decisions and even despite the toll it began to take on my health,
not to mention the extreme costs to my professional career.

At last, by the mid 1980s something had changed. In the United
States Evelina Giobbe announced the organization of WHISPER
(Women Hurt in Systems of Prostitution Engaged in Revolt).
Then Susan Hunter organized the Council for Prostitution Alter-
natives.

In the Asian region in particular women have mounted massive
campaigns against sex industries and their consumers. I have had
the privilege of working with dedicated women like Aurora Javate
DeDios and the Philippines Organizing Team, Yayori Matsui in
Japan, Jean D’Cunha in India, and Sigma Huda in Bangladesh
who have brought deeply felt and powerful analysis to the issue
of sexual exploitation of Asian women.

In 1987 I decided it was time, once and for all, to move on to
other issues. At the New York Conference on Sexual Liberals
and the Attack Against Feminism, I gave the issue back to our
movement, challenging the audience of 1,500 feminists not to let
this work on prostitution and traffic in women be reduced to a
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one-woman movement. | asked them to take up the issue, and I
added emphatically, “do not call me.” And no one did for almost
a year. What I did not know was that during that time Dorchen
Leidholdt, who had organized the 1987 conference and had been
spearheading radical feminist actions through Women Against
Pornography, had indeed taken up the issue. She and a group of
women were organizing an international conference on traffic
in women in 1988. Calls from Dorchen for information and
clarification drew me back from my short hiatus, but this time
things were different. From international feminism we launched
The Coalition Against Trafficking in Women, organized based on
my original work, Female Sexual Slavery, first published in 1979.
By then the international work against traffic in women had
become a feminist movement.

As we worked together and gained nongovernmental status
with the United Nations, we found new avenues for addressing
women’s human rights. In 1986 1 had been a rapporteur in a
UNESCO meeting of experts on prostitution held in Madrid. In
that meeting it was clear to me that present U.N. conventions
could no longer address the problems of sexual exploitation. I
remember telling Wassyla Tamzali in the Division of Human
Rights and Peace Rights at UNESCO that that five-day meeting
was the first time since I wrote Female Sexual Slavery that I had
been challenged into new analysis of this issue. Seven years was a
long time to wait. Those new ideas led to a collaboration with
UNESCO in a meeting I held at Penn State in the spring of
1991, which has led to the development of a new model for an
international human rights law, the Convention Against Sexual
Exploitation. Such momentum internationally and with feminists
in the United States in 1992 formed the basis of a Plan of Action
for networking on the part of the Coalition Against Trafficking in
Women and UNESCO. The plan as Wassyla Tamzali and I devel-
oped it called for joint action to create an international network
to confront sexual exploitation, especially in prostitution as a
violation of women’s human rights. The work and support of
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Twiss Butler and Marie Jose Regab, of the National Organization
for Women has provided encouragement and networking.

Despite the overwhelming prostitution of women’s sexuality,
the unbridled trafficking in women worldwide, and the sex-indus-
try-supported proprostitution lobby, I have seen many important
changes since the mid 1970s when I was researching and writing
Female Sexual Slavery. Back then, prostitution and traffic in
women were as disconnected from the women’s movement as
they were silenced. In Europe Denise Pouillon Falco, Renée Bridel,
Suzanne Képés, and Anima Basak sustained long-standing move-
ments and actions on this issue when it was silenced elsewhere.
They provided hope, support, and friendship. But in research,
prostitution, treated as a form of female deviance and an area of
criminology, was considered inevitable but controllable. Traffic in
women had been made invisible after the campaigns of Josephine
Butler in the nineteenth century. But in 1986 sitting in a confer-
ence organized by Cookie Teer in North Carolina when Evelina
Giobbe described her new organization WHISPER, with tears in
my eyes, I realized that it had all been worth it.

In the beginning of our women’s movement, in the late 1960s and
early 1970s, in thirst of our history and in search of our theories,
we voraciously read of our feminist past. We were struck by the
most glaring political mistake of our foremothers—an error not
at all evident to them during the first wave of feminism. After
more than 20 years of radical feminist struggle against the widest
and deepest range of exploitations and violations against women,
that first wave of the U.S. women’s movement made the tactical
error of focusing primarily on one issue above all others—suf-
frage. The reasoning was sound, the practicality clear: that with-
out political power women would not be able to gain for them-
selves their other demands.

But that strategic shift, from radical feminist confrontation
against oppression to single-issue movements emphasizing legalis-
tic reform, was the beginning of the end. By the time women
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achieved their goal of suffrage, the women’s movement had died.
It would take at least another 70 years for women to use their
vote for women.

Twenty-five years ago, launching this second wave of the move-
ment, we radical feminists promised ourselves that we would
never, ever concede our radical movement by reducing it to a
single strategy, that we would never retreat from the interconnec-
tions among all issues confronting women. To do so would be to
concede our revolution and reduce our struggle to individual
personalities and to legal reform. But it has happened.

Not only have issues of sexual exploitation been reduced to a
single-issue movement; they have been configured only (or at least
primarily) in terms of legal change. But patriarchy will never
make itself illegal. Long before new laws are enacted or ever
actually protect women, the struggle for them is where and when
feminists set new standards. Our struggle must go beyond law
and reform to their roots in the experience of female oppression.
I consider legal change to be an important aspect of our move-
ment and struggle. That is why since the beginning I have sup-
ported and promoted the civil rights antipornography legal pro-
posals, and I have promoted the development of new international
law. But law, attractive as it is to a captivated American audience,
is only one part of radical change. What ultimately matters is that
male behavior change.

In the 1990s we have found that in the United States women’s
issues have become so dissociated from each other that there are
separate movements for abortion rights under the euphemism of
“choice” while at the same time the euphemism “choice” is turned
into the rallying call for the promotion of sexual exploitation
through pornography and prostitution as fostered by sexual liber-
als and the proprostitution lobby, who ask, don’t women
“choose” prostitution? pornography? (as if this question made an
ounce of difference to the customer-, i.e., male-driven market).
Meanwhile our movement has become so deconstructed that is-
sues like teenage pregnancy and prochoice, which means girls’
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right to abortion, are dissociated from the very conditions that
have produced a crisis in teenage pregnancy: sexual exploita-
tion—the wholesale sexualization of society and promotion of
early sex through pornography and the legitimization of prosti-
tution.

Feminist programs have suffered with the fragmentation of
issues. There has been the reduction of some feminist programs
we launched, such as rape-crisis programs initiated in the early
1970s to social-work programs of the 1980s. This has further
deconstructed the political commitment of feminism to revolu-
tionary change. And consequent to this, we radical feminists have
been isolated, made into targets of the sexual liberals and propros-
titution lobby because we insist on confronting sexual exploita-
tion as a condition of oppression.

How did pornography come to be taken up as a feminist action
dissociated from other issues—especially prostitution, especially
rape, especially sexual harassment? As feminist political action
against pornography escalated, it separated into a particular
movement of its own. The separation was forced, in large part, by
the attacks from sexual liberals. In this near-deadly struggle, radi-
cal feminism began to turn more and more exclusively to anti-
pornography because we were embattled and fighting to survive,
as was true with Susan B. Anthony when she desperately turned
to focus on a single issue, suffrage, in the nineteenth century.

The civil rights, anti-pornography ordinance developed by An-
drea Dworkin and Catharine MacKinnon defined pornography as
“sexually explicit subordination of women.” This definition was
a key to inclusiveness, to widening the girth of the movement,
for it refers to a collective female class condition. Oppression.
Domination. And so revolutionary struggle has been inherent in
this anti-pornography work, even if the movement has lost focus
on the fullest, widest range of issues and, most importantly, their
interconnections—for it is in their interconnections that we find
revealed the complex web of patriarchal domination of women as
a class. The history of feminism is a warning to us against turning
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from one single issue to the next. When we open up a “new”
issue, last year’s issue goes to therapy or social work—possibly
important but apolitically individualized.

When in the second half of the 1970s I was writing Female
Sexual Slavery, 1 did not consider that I was writing a book on
prostitution. Nor, as I've already established, was I trying to break
open the next “new” feminist issue. My effort then and since has
been to integrate the violation of women by prostitution into the
feminist struggle and to move it, as one of several connected
issues, into the forefront of the feminist agenda. I have ap-
proached this struggle by understanding prostitute women not as
a group set apart, which is a misogynist construction, but as
women whose experience of sexual exploitation is consonant with
that of all women’s experience of sexual exploitation.

What I was doing in Female Sexual Slavery was writing about
the use of sex/sexuality as power—to dominate—as a condition
of oppression. I am concerned with a class condition. My study of
sex as power then and now inevitably, continually, unrelentingly
returns me to prostitution. I knew then that one cannot mobilize
against a class condition of oppression unless one knows its fullest
dimensions. Thus my work has been to study and expose sexual
power in its most severe, global, institutionalized, and crystallized
forms. I reasoned that we could know the parts because we would
know the whole. From 1970 I had been involved in initiating
radical feminist action against rape, but until I learned of the
traffic in women and explored the pimping strategies in prostitu-
tion, I did not fully grasp how utterly without value female life
is under male domination. Women as expendables. Women as
throwaways. Prostitution—the cornerstone of all sexual exploi-
tation.

To confront the whole, the female class condition, strategically
and politically, I launched action in an international arena of
human rights because sex is power over all women. As the female
condition is a class condition, sex power must be addressed as a
global issue, inclusive of all of its occurrences in the subordination
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of women. To do that prostitution must be centered in this
struggle.

I have chosen to focus my militancy and strategizing against
oppression on human rights. While promoting individual civil
rights, I believe that human rights can be taken further. Expanded
to the human condition, it has been used to recognize that peo-
ples—such as those under apartheid, and those under any form
of colonization—have a right to self-determination. The appeal
of human rights to me is its ability to protect the class, collective
condition—and this is a protection not yet available to women.
However, the decolonization of the sexually exploited female class
has not yet begun. In 1970 I participated in issuing the Fourth
World Manifesto, written in response to socialists who tried to
coopt the women’s movement to serve the left as if men were not
imperialists of sex. In that manifesto we established the coloniza-
tion of women as a condition of patriarchy. Where the United
Nations will protect the “sovereign [read independent] rights of
all peoples and their territorial integrity,”! in our present human
rights work, I intend to see that women, as a territory sexually
colonized, are granted that protection. With the struggle of our
movement, we will one day see to it that, according to U.N.
human-rights standards established for other groups, sexual ex-
ploitation is treated as a class condition that is a crime against
humanity as much as it is a crime against any individual human
being.

Thus, in studying sex as power in Female Sexual Slavery, 1
found the class condition of all women to be fully revealed in
prostitution. That finding led me into almost two decades of
work on developing an international human-rights approach to
confronting that class condition globally.

But to get to that point in our struggle we must go back to the
original premise of radical political feminism: that the personal is
political and therefore, the separation of them—the “whores” —
and us—the “women”—is utterly false, a patriarchal lie. And
that means that we must talk about sex. The sexuality of today.
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Not only in pornography. Not only when it is explicitly “against
our will.”

In this work, I am shifting from my previous work on the
sexuality of prostitution to my new work on the prostitution of
sexuality. I am taking prostitution as the model, the most extreme
and most crystallized form of all sexual exploitation. Sexual ex-
ploitation is a political condition, the foundation of women’s
subordination and the base from which discrimination against
women is constructed and enacted.

The feminist international approach of this study recognizes
that there are worldwide commonalities to women’s subordina-
tion and that therefore there must be a commonality to power
arrangements across races, classes, and state boundaries. The
word “gender,” intended by feminists to refer to the social basis
of sex ascription and thus to reveal sexual politics, has been
neutralized by academics so that it now simply refers to biological
differences between the sexes. “Gender” has become an apolitical
term, a word that makes it possible to not have to specifically
designate “woman.” “Gender” makes patriarchy, the historical
and political context of power, disappear. That is the context in
which female sexuality is prostituted worldwide today in order to
secure the domination of women.

The facts of women’s subordination and patriarchy do not disap-
pear because language is depoliticized and neutralized. In this
work I am studying prostitution as institutionalized and industri-
alized sexual exploitation of women, developed from patriarchal
feudalism. Theoretically, I have developed a macro-level analysis
of the global condition of women that is lodged in the micro-level
analysis of human interaction and personal experience. Sociologi-
cally, this work explores sexual exploitation by bridging the
“macro-micro” gap, which has been noted as a problem whenever
research is confined to one level or the other. From a feminist
perspective, this is the bridge from the personal to the political. It
recognizes that sexual exploitation is a condition that includes all
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women in prostitution. As prostitution has become industrialized
and a global economy has come to shape international relations,
it is more important than ever to feminist research and activism
that these different levels of analysis be joined.

For the study of prostitution, traditional measures are not avail-
able. Beyond general estimates of prostitution populations, there
are no reliable statistics on prostitution because it is by and large
illegal. Even where prostitution is legalized, greater percentages of
it remain illegal, and it is controlled by organized crime and
therefore inaccessible for measurement. And prostitute women
are not counted in the development of demographic data and
trends in research on women in development.

The most reliable knowledge and documentation of trafficking
in women and children come primarily from three sources: (1)
human-rights organizations, which are primarily concerned with
children and operate from a distinction between “free” and
“forced” prostitution in a context of severe poverty, (2) AIDS
activists, researchers, and foundations who in the last § years have
begun to address prostitution, considering it central to the spread
of AIDS and being concerned with it from that standpoint, and
(3) feminist organizations concerned with women’s rights and
human rights, which address the concerns of the other two groups
in their particular focus on women. Only feminist/human-rights
organizations and activists are addressing the full range of condi-
tions that promote trafficking and sex industrialization because
only they are concerned with women (and therefore children and
AIDS and poverty). Therefore, research on this subject draws both
from first-hand observations and from the documentation and
statistics produced primarily by these groups. In the case of prosti-
tution, sex trafficking, and sex industrialization, the reports, sta-
tistics, and estimates from state governments are the least reliable.
Frequently, local police and border guards are either involved in
the trafficking or taking bribes. In fact, some national government
officials have made the point that human-rights workers give the
government a bad name by exposing cases of trafficking.
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A combination of qualitative methods is the best approach
to exposing practices that are otherwise inaccessible, especially
because they sustain exploitation.? The approaches I have taken
to the study of sexual exploitation are

1. to document the dimensions of prostitution and traffic in
women globally and to trace them historically in order to
identify macro/global patterns and trends and to determine the
impact of the West and its global economic dominance on the
developing world;

2. to adopt a symbolic-interaction approach to interpretation in
studying the individual experience of sexual exploitation, par-
ticularly prostitution;

3. to analyze the interaction of the macro/global condition with
micro-individual/interactive experience in terms of interna-
tional human-rights law, and to identify projects and programs
that did not exist when I was writing Female Sexual Slavery
but that now are some of the best examples of success in
confronting sexual exploitation, particularly in prostitution;
and

4. theoretically to consider sexual exploitation as a condition of
oppression in terms of sexual relations of power.

Adopting global, theoretical, individual/interpretive, and pro-
grammatic-policy and legal approaches, one could argue, is too
large an undertaking. Surely such a work risks overgeneralization.
However, because sexuality has not been dealt with comprehen-
sively but rather is typically disaggregated in sexological and crim-
inological research, an overall study of the interlocking forces of
male domination is required in order to locate women in prostitu-
tion within the class conditions of women under patriarchal domi-
nation. In order not to reduce women in prostitution and women
who are subjected to the prostitution of sexuality to biologically
sexed beings or to deviants and criminals, it is necessary to risk
some overgeneralization in the process of bringing together the
forces that shape sexual exploitation of women today.
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My research in this book has developed over two decades.
During that time, through my work with women on all the conti-
nents, I have had repeated opportunities to present my analysis,
confirm my findings, and reassess my assumptions so as to achieve
their present refinements. In order to study global macro trends in
the absence of concrete statistical data, I have turned to a variety
of sources: my own original research in documenting specific
cases of female sexual slavery, as well as cases documented and
brought before the United Nations, court proceedings, and news-
paper accounts. Through the international network and the num-
ber of international meetings I have organized, I have been able to
confirm cases. From many divergent sources, I have drawn to-
gether a range of material that has made it possible to identify
new patterns and practices.

To study the interactional effects of the individual experiences
of sexual exploitation, I have drawn from my own interviews
with prostitute women that began in 1977 and have continued as
I have worked with women in different world regions. With these
interviews and those from recent research, I explore the inter-
active dimensions of sexual exploitation.

Symbolic interaction is the study of the interpretation of ges-
tures in human interaction.® It posits that in interpreting the
meaning of the other, we approximate our understanding of the
other’s meaning by putting ourselves in the place of the person
with whom we are interacting. Not only does symbolic interaction
provide an intense approach to the interpretation of meaning of
subjects in experience; for me it also establishes the point of view
of the researcher.

For the researcher in symbolic interaction, the meaning of a
situation is derived by interpreting that meaning from the point of
view of the person in the situation. That is, all that is taken in by
the persons engaged in interpreting each other’s gestures consti-
tutes the interpretation and the situation. Interpretation is then
what produces social reality and is the source of social facts.* For
the feminist researcher studying women’s experiences that are
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violations of human rights, one step further is required in order
effectively to interpret interaction. Engagement with one’s subject
involves taking on the meaning of the other by putting oneself in
her place, by asking “What would I have done?” and “What
meaning would I have interpreted if I were in that situation?”
This feminist approach, combined with symbolic interaction, is
what makes it possible to break the silences surrounding sexual
exploitation.

As a research approach, the significance of symbolic interaction
is that it is neither intraindividual nor deterministic. It recognizes
not only that interaction takes place in a situation (what some
psychologists prefer to call “context”) but also that interaction is
the situation. It is the part and it is the whole. To conduct research
from this approach it is necessary to reconstruct the situations of
sexual exploitation in order to determine their meaning—mean-
ing that is both individual and social. The situations are both the
interpretative interaction and all that surrounds the individuals,
including the individuals that are taken into account in the inter-
pretation. But the situation in which interpretation takes place
stretches far beyond the immediacy of interaction to include the
geographic, economic, and political landscape from which mean-
ing is drawn in interpretation. Therefore, global conditions and
private life intersect in interpretation. In analyzing conditions of
sexual exploitation, this is how macro and micro are brought
together. In this sense interpretation produces social facts that are
neither reducible to the individual, nor to intraindividual phenom-
ena, nor to dissociated personal interaction.

Some things stay the same as much as they change and that is why
I began this work only as a revision of Female Sexual Slavery. But
two years into the “revisions” I was back to doing original re-
search and developing new theory. Revision proved to be an
impossible project because too much has changed since 1979. 1
am grateful to Donna Ballock and Brenda Seery for assistance
with entering revisions into the manuscript and for their willing-
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ness to do that over and over again long after I would declare that
I had finished but I had not. I deeply appreciate Rosemary Gido’s
reading of earlier drafts, Polly Connelly’s reading of the final
manuscript, and Colin Jones, Director of New York University
Press for his suggestions and patience with the rewrites.

Prostitution of Sexuality, as the title of the work reveals, indi-
cates the direction of the changes in prostitution toward its nor-
malization in nonprostitute sexual exchanges. This book presents
new theory and analysis that explore in depth the effects of prosti-
tution on women and the implication for women’s human rights.
All that remains in this work from the original Female Sexual
Slavery are some of the original cases and analysis that I have
included now for the purpose of comparison with the present
situation. I have documented the major practices in trafficking
today and left those cases from the earlier work that reflect the
connections and comparisons between trafficking then and now.
Moreover, it is now possible politically to theorize about this
issue beyond the ways that were just beginning to be possible in
the 1970s.

Prostitution and sexual exploitation have grown dramatically
and changed significantly since I wrote Female Sexual Slavery. As
I compared then with now, the Prostitution of Sexuality, much
more than a revision of Female Sexual Slavery, became a new
work. As I sifted through the new knowledge we have gained, the
revisions became rewrites and eventually new chapters. Through
the meetings, work, organizing, and campaigning of the 1980s
and the 1990s with feminists around the world and within the
United Nations and UNESCO, my theories and analysis have
grown, changed, and developed. This has led to entirely new
chapters on “Prostitution of Sexuality,” “Sexual Power,” “Indus-
trialization of Sex,” “Traffic in Women,” and “Human Rights
and Global Feminist Action.”

I have retained my historical study of Josephine Butler, who,
for decades, has been a model for me. However, today I probably
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understand better why. Her passionate commitment to fighting
state-regulated prostitution was deeply connected to her direct
work with women victimized by it. When I first wrote Female
Sexual Slavery, 1 was particularly concerned to give a feminist-
historical base to this work and to analyze her struggle against
regulated prostitution. In the last decade, as the proprostitution
lobby and the sexual liberals have promoted prostitution as free
sex and a viable profession for women, I now know that Butler
was not only an important but also a problematic historical figure
for me—because of the issues she challenged, and because of
those she did not challenge. When 1 reread this chapter from
Female Sexual Slavery and began to revise it, I was surprised to
see the extent to which I had not explored the underlying bases of
abolition, the foundations for abolitionist distinctions between
“free” and “forced” prostitution. Challenging that distinction and
showing it to be compromised is central to my work today, and
so I was forced to reconsider the position I had taken on it in
Female Sexual Slavery. Thus this work represents not only a
revision of my previous thinking but also, to some extent, a
reversal—or rather, not exactly a reversal but a new theory and
policy orientation that I discuss in the last chapter.

The chapter on pimping has been revised, but not as dramati-
cally as the others. Changes in pimping have taken place not so
much in terms of practices as in terms of new approaches by
the proprostitution lobby to have prostitution decriminalized and
legitimized. However, with the normalization of prostitution in
both the Third World and the West, I have significantly revised
and expanded my study of state laws on pimping, all of which are
still reducible to the idea of the “state as pimp.” This book has
been written while I have been directing the Coalition Against
Trafficking in Women and we have been developing a new inter-
national human-rights law against sexual exploitation. Working
on this law with Janice Raymond, Dorchen Leidholdt, and Eliza-
beth DeFeis in the Coalition and human-rights advocates, espe-
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cially Wassyla Tamzali at UNESCO and others at the United
Nations, has enriched this work as much as this new research was
brought to bear on the development of this international law.
Elke Lassan’s translations of German reports and interviews have
been invaluable to the international scope of this work.

I have slightly revised the chapter on Patricia Hearst, to explain
why, personally and politically, her case was important in my
study then and is still important to consider now. Furthermore, I
have been able to expand upon the method of symbolic interac-
tion that led to my original interpretive understanding of her case,
an important approach to revealing the silences in women’s lives.
However, there is another important reason for retaining this
chapter. Many feminists, workers in rape-crisis and sexual-abuse
programs, and victims of prostitution have frequently told me of
the importance of this chapter and the chapter on the befriending
and love strategies of pimps in explaining what Susan Hunter
called “terror bonding.” Indeed, these are central chapters, de-
scribing elements of what Dee Graham in her important new
work, Loving to Survive, refers to as a societal Stockholm Syn-
drome that likens women’s loving in patriarchy to the captivity
of hostages.

It is my hope that with this book I have theoretically advanced
the work against sexual exploitation and especially prostitution. I
am not treating theory as an abstraction from reality. Feminist
theory is theory only if it is rooted in women’s realities and from
there reveals and explains women’s class condition.

The other new dimension of this work, which was not possible
in my first book because it did not exist in the 1970s, appears in
the last chapter, in which I have brought together a sampling
of strategies—personal, local, regional, and international—for
individual survival and international action—strategies that have
been developing throughout the movement and around the world
since the early 1980os—strategies that were not yet known when I
was stuck in my isolation writing Female Sexual Slavery—strate-
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gies that reveal a world of feminist action, global commitments to
confront patriarchy. For me these strategies, and the people be-
hind them, represent not only effective actions but an intercon-
nected movement, a struggle, a love of as much as a thirst for our
liberation. To them this book is dedicated.
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hat is a woman? Ans: Support system for a pussy.” That

sign, nailed to a post on the street of an outdoor bar, sum-
marized the sex industries, not only there in Angeles in the Philip-
pines, but everywhere. The next sign, “Protect yourself from
AIDS, use condoms,” made it appear that under these conditions,
aids was the only risk to women. This was only one scene that I
thought about in 1993 as I was sitting on a panel in Manila, in a
legal forum organized to address the question, “Are women’s rights
human rights?” Listening to my colleagues on the panel, I thought
of the women trafficked from Bangladesh to Pakistan, of the
women trafficked from Latin America to the United States and
Europe, of the bar women in Olongapo, Subic, and Angeles I had
met and talked to during the previous several days. Most of them
still had the naiveté of many of the women who migrate from the
distant rural countryside, some previously victimized sexually by
incest abuse and rape, others without any knowledge or sexual
experience, many not even fully comprehending what is happening
to them, many still believing that their American “boyfriends”
who left when the United States withdrew its bases from the

20



PROSTITUTION OF SEXUALITY 21I

Philippines are still coming back for them, some gagging into
towels after each blow job, and others, those in the cheapest bars
(as if these hell holes made for and usually run by American
and Australian men could be distinguished between cheap and
cheapest), who are known as “three holers” because no orifice of
the human body is protected from sale and customer intrusion.'

On this typically hot (95°), Philippine summer day, as we sat
coolly in an air-conditioned room that was unaffected by the Ma-
nila “brownouts,” my mind wandered back to the women from the
bars I had met, some of whom I had come to know even during
my too-short visits. I found my head swimming and my stomach
clenched as my colleagues attempted to answer the question, “Are
women’s rights human rights?” Given the realities I had just seen
and had seen over and over again for the previous 15 years, I
knew again how easy it is to become distanced, a distancing that
oftentimes leads either to academic pretense of objectivity or to
legal liberalism with its pretense of neutrality.

The intense concern among the human-rights activists and law-
yers gathered in this comfortable room was blurred for me by the
reality of the days preceding. I was reminded of my walks through
the areas of the maisons d’abattage in Paris 15 years earlier. The
utter disregard for women’s humanity, as I saw it then and now,
in Paris, in the Philippines, in Thailand, in brothels, on streets,
and in storefront windows provokes a more direct but unasked
question that must be placed before men, governments, their poli-
cies, and their institutions: “Are women human beings?”

When society becomes sexually saturated, sex is equated with the
female body —where it is gotten, had, taken. In the sexualization
of society, woman is sexed body. Sexualization of society con-
structs femaleness as an “essence” and as acquisition that is sex.
As sexed body, woman is made universal, and women, accessible
for sex, are made to be indistinguishable from each other. That is
sexual essentialism.

By contrast, men may need sex, they may pursue it, they get it,
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have it, and frequently misuse it, and sometimes they may even be
used for it. But men are not the objects of sexualization; neither
as a collectivity nor in their individuality are they sex, sexed body.
In fact, men are not reduced to their bodies or their biology or
their drives. While male sexuality has been treated as driven by an
imperative, however imperative their sexual drives are cultivated
to be, men’s identities are formed by what they do in the world,
not by functions attributed to their bodies.

While sexual identities are socially ascribed to women, men
achieve their identities as acting beings. Sexualization of society
genders inequality. Sexual essentialism goes beyond promoting
inequality to producing oppression. Patriarchal domination
makes women undifferentiated among and from each other and
makes them known, in the first instance, as different from men,
and therefore lesser.

There are no biological givens about sex that are not social and
political constructions. In that sense society precedes biology.
Sexual “drives” are built into interactions as needs or necessities.
Sex, accessible to men through the female body, is a social product
of culture, a political product of gender hierarchy, and these are
the conditions of male power. Sexualization is conveyed into
society through body images of women in the media, in pornogra-
phy, and in the “scientific” construction of sex through sexology,
which reduces sex to its physicality.® Further, the construction of
sexuality that reduces sex to a thing and woman to an object is a
public condition which affects private life but has a public reality
of its own. The public construction of sex as a social fact of male
power sexualizes women as a public fact. The fullest patriarchal
reduction of woman to sexed body is prostitution.

The everyday practice of equating female with sex is typified in
the way Melinda entered prostitution. She had been a prostitute
in the United States for several years when I met and interviewed
her. She told me about her experience as a teenager coming home
from the movies with her girlfriend one afternoon. She was wait-
ing for a bus when a man approached her and told her he’d pay
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her $50 for a date. Being female and on the street was all that was
required for her to be taken as a prostitute. But she was a naive
15-year-old who believed that he really wanted to take her out on
a date. She talked with him for a few minutes and accepted his
offer. With no idea that he had actually solicited her as a prosti-
tute, she went to his hotel room, where she learned that being a
“date” meant that he was buying her for sex. By the time she
realized she actually had been picked up as a prostitute, she could
not leave. Faced with the expectation that she provide sex, she
reasoned, “Why not?” She thought, “It will be over quickly. I’ll
get out of here.” At 15 she was picked up as a sex thing and
“turned out” for prostitution. Once begun, she couldn’t get away.
Afterward, prostitution kept coming back to her.

In many cases like Melinda’s, prior sexual abuse, particularly
when it has been sustained over time, as in incest assault, has
already predisposed women, made them particularly vulnerable to
other sexual exploitations and to not fighting back. In exploring
Melinda’s story with her, I learned that it was not only the trick
who picked her up on the street that had taken her for sex, so had
her stepfather. What made her a prostitute to each of these males
is that she was a female, and therefore could be taken as a body
for them to use for sex.

When the human being is reduced to a body, objectified to
sexually service another, whether or not there is consent, violation
of the human being has taken place. The human being is the
bodied self that human rights is meant to protect and human
development is intended to support. However, in the American
legal context, consent has become the defining factor in determin-
ing whether violation has occurred. In this way, the fullness of
human experience and the human self is reduced to will, intent or
consent, as if that is all that is involved in violation. Human will
is the cornerstone of liberal theory and law, which makes the
individual central and singular in the Western concept of rights.
In this way, liberal legal theory does not consider oppression, the
condition of class domination which is so pervasive that it actually
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invokes consent, collusion or some form of cooperation from the
oppressed. Prostitution is structured to invoke women’s consent,
as is marriage, as is socially constructed sexuality.

In this work I am shifting from the nearly singular standard of
consent or force in the determination of violation to its full hu-
man, interactive bodied experience, to span the range of oppres-
sion from individualized coercion to class domination. In the
fullness of human experience, when women are reduced to their
bodies, and in the case of sexual exploitation to sexed bodies,
they are treated as lesser, as other, and thereby subordinated. This
is sexual exploitation and it violates women’s human rights to
dignity and equality. Therefore, while pornographic media are the
means of sexually saturating society, while rape is paradigmatic
of sexual exploitation, prostitution, with or without a woman’s
consent, is the institutional, economic, and sexual model for
women’s oppression.

To the oppressor, sexual differences and racial differences are
visible evidence that all women and people of color, being unlike
whites and men, are the “other,” the lesser. That is the signifi-
cance of reducing woman to sexed body in the sexual saturation
of society. It is how she is known, no matter what else she does,
or who she is. In “otherness” time is made to stand still for
the oppressed. By representing the oppressed as biologically or
culturally different, by reducing them by means of their difference
to “others,” patriarchal power dismembers women from their
history. That is how human beings are deprived of their humanity.
The making/doing of history is the way in which human social
action takes place over time. In violating contrast, oppression is a
historical condition in which, for the oppressed, time is shrunk to
the moment; for that is what it means to be ahistorical, outside of
time, immanent and therefore not transcendent. This is the most
ancient and contemporary form of subjugation in the world.
These are the ideological justifications that underpin relations of
power in racism, apartheid, and colonialism.

Sexual oppression, through its biological determinisms, halts
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women’s forward movement and thereby attempts to annihilate
the possibilities of their progress, change, growth, and develop-
ment. Sexually subjugated women cease to be treated as if they
exist in time, and to varying degrees they internalize atemporality
contained by immanence. These are the conditions by which the
subordinated are effectively deprived of the fullness and potential
of their humanity. Men make themselves historical at the cost of
those whom they have physically differentiated from themselves
by race and by gender, those whom they have reduced to “other.”
To them, women are not just a different body, but sexed body. It
is therefore not coincidental that when women begin to claim
their own history—indeed, to enter into history because they are
making it—men reinvoke woman as sexed body with a ven-
geance. That vengeance saturates the society with pornography
and enters women’s bodies through sexual exploitation.
Domination by sex, race, and culture is encoded in human
beings.* The body is our connection as human beings to both our
personal inner world and the social outer world, our self and
society, and the body is the material location of differentiation,
the connection to the world outside of oneself through which one
knows oneself as a separate and distinct human being. The body
both encases human experience and transcends itself as hu-
manness is achieved and sustained in interaction with others and
with and in the world. “Body image extends beyond the borders
of the body,”> as Morris Berman points out. He quotes Paul
Schilder: “In the construction of the body-image there is a contin-
ual testing to discover what could be incorporated into the body.
... The body is a social phenomenon.” Therefore to influence a
person in terms of image “is to have an impact on that person
somatically.”® The body cannot be taken as a discrete object,
separate from its interactive moorings, for as Berman and others
have pointed out, “I am” also means “I am not.” Interaction in
the world and with others is simultaneously the source of one’s
differentiation as an individual self and the means by which the
world and our interpretations of it are brought into the body. The
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self “has no other root than a visceral one.”” Yet it has humanity
because it is social.

Simultaneously and artificially, racism and sexism etch inferior-
ity or superiority onto, and socially construct human life through,
social interaction. Interaction is the most specifically personal
means for encoding domination in human beings, onto human
life, in the human condition. When domination is encoded
through social interaction, it dehumanizes in each instance. Rac-
ism invokes the body, with the use of physically differentiated
racial characteristics to claim the superiority of one group through
the domination of another. In different historical moments those
physical differences are attributed to biology or to culture. The
effect is the same—the reification of difference to dominate. Like-
wise, sexism invokes the body in power relations of domination
in that physically differentiated sex/gender characteristics are used
by men to sustain their subordination of women. Sexual satura-
tion of society is a political accomplishment of male domination.
With sexism, domination is brought into the female body through
sexual interaction. When sex is objectified and human beings are
reduced to vehicles for acquiring it, sexual domination enters into
and is anchored in the body. This is the foundation of prostitution
and its normalization in the prostitution of sexuality.

Sex, an embodied dimension of the self, is not a preexisting
physical or physiological fact, not an already-shaped fact of hu-
man experience that merely realizes itself when it is stimulated.
“Drives” or impulses that are engaged in initiating sexual desire
dictate neither the nature nor the quality of the sexual experience.
Rather, sex is socially constructed. In patriarchy, it is a political
fact of subordination.

If in human experience, sexual interaction is dehumanized and
exploited, then violation of the self occurs. Indeed, we do not
know the self as separate from social interaction in which it is
being produced. But that is not all. Oppression essentializes hu-
man life and determines those it subordinates. Biological and
cultural determinisms theorize the essentialisms, such as that
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woman is sexed body, that produce subordination by constructing
domination as intellectual truth.

French physician Suzanne Képés has carefully considered the
body in relation to human rights and particularly in terms of the
violation of prostitution. She identifies “human” as “the condition
of existing in the world with a body which is a source of energy
and a mind, a psyche, closely linked to that body, depending on
and reflecting everything that happens in that body.” Understand-
ing the body as a source of energy, “of different energies serving
the motor, affective, intellectual, instinctive and sexual func-
tions,” Dr. Képés points out that health requires that these multi-
ple, human energies be balanced through self-awareness and self-
acceptance. For the body/self to negotiate in a world that supports
its existence and also threatens it, self-awareness and self-accep-
tance are necessary to derive introspective knowledge that only
comes “from the feeling of being present with oneself.”

Pursuing the duality of the individual and society, Dr. Képés
distinguishes between the outer world, “that of everyday tasks, of
joys and sorrows,” and the inner world, “a permanent fabric of
sensations, emotions, ideas, images, imagined or imaginary ac-
tions” that become known as the ego, or personality, or self.” Dr.
Képes presents a “conventional medical view” of how the body
responds to and interacts with its own energy:

The sympathetic and parasympathetic systems are connected in the hy-
pothalamus, the oldest, instinctive part of the brain, and then in the
thalamus, where the image of the body is formed. In the thalamus,
which is itself connected to the limbic emotional centre and the regula-
tory matter known as reticulate, are stored actions, all the acts of our
unconscious which will be released at a suitable moment. These are no
stereotyped actions but actions which respect and reveal the original and
specific structure of each individual, in a word: “true” actions. If these
actions, which come from the depths of ourselves, are frustrated or
corrupted, they block our energy.!°

Dr. Képés’s medical approach to the body physically reiterates the
foundation of human rights, which recognizes each human being
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as a distinct person whose personhood has the inalienable claim
to human dignity and rights. Violation occurring on the body,
oppression absorbing the self, violates human rights because it
segments human beings, separating them from their bodies.
When one loses contact with one’s body, one dissociates from
the only thing in the world which we can feel both inside and
out,” and which is therefore the channel through which we are
able to get inside of everything.” ! The human need for “somatic
anchoring” is disrupted. “If you are out of your body ... you
need a substitute for the feeling of being grounded.”!? Sexual
exploitation, an objectification, is a disruption to the continuity
of human experience, the undermining of sexual development for
the subordination of women.

Human beings are incredibly resilient in the security of their
bodied location just as they are fragile in the development of a
self. In constructing the self, they are constantly negotiating their
relationship to that which is not in their body. In the tension
between inner and outer, the interaction between self and other,
human beings negotiate their world and construct their identities.
Violation is bodied—whether it is psychological and emotional,
sexual, or physical. Violation occurs in exploiting those tensions
between what is the self and what is outside of it. Distorting them
destroys human experience. Following R. D. Laing’s formulation,
“If our experience is destroyed, our behavior will be destructive.
If our experience is destroyed, we have lost our own selves.” 13

« ¢

The Social Construction of Sexuality:
Stages of Dehumanization

Under male domination today, when sex is not explicitly treated
as’a genuine human interaction, it dehumanizes experience and
tﬁereby dominates women. The meaning that is the product of
interaction can reveal how sex is experienced as an enhancement
of human development or how sexual interaction destroys human
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experience. This study joins feminism with human rights to ex-
plore how meaning is produced in the experience of sex. Feminist
theory exposes power and domination, but it goes further. It
posits a reality above and beyond the present exploited condition
from the conviction and commitment that power can be decon-
structed and socially reconstructed into human and egalitarian re-
lations.

Were it not for the groundbreaking feminist research over the
last two decades that has revealed the personal harm and human
cost of sexual exploitation, especially the work of Evelina Giobbe
and WHISPER, of the Council for Prostitution Alternatives, and
of Hanna Olsson in Sweden, of Liv Finstad and Cecilie Hoigard
in Norway, and the work on incest abuse of Judith Herman,
Florence Rush, Louise Armstrong, and Sandra Butler in the United
States, were it not for the courage of women who have dared to
speak their experiences of sexual exploitation, were it not for
the unfailing feminist confrontation against the sex industries,
particularly by Asian women’s organizations and feminist activists
against pornography worldwide—were it not for all of these
women, their efforts and more, my understanding of how sex, a
human activity, is turned into harm, a dehumanization, a human-
rights violation, would not be possible.

On the other hand, were it not for the exploitation of women
in prostitution, were it not for the transformation of the sexuality
of prostitution into the prostitution of sexuality, were it not for
the normalization of prostitution, accompanied by the silence of
women who cannot or will not give voice and visibility to their
private sexual exploitation, this study would not be necessary.

From all the above research and activism, from my own 20
years of work on this issue, from the women I interviewed when I
wrote Female Sexual Slavery and since then, I have identified
four stages in which prostitution socially constructs the sexual
exploitation of women: (1) distancing, (2) disengagement, (3)
dissociation, and (4) disembodiment. Prostitution is sexual exploi-
tation sustained over time. Commodification is one of the most
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severe forms of objectification; in prostitution it separates sex
from the human being through marketing. Sexual objectification
dissociates women from their bodies and therefore their selves. By
examining the social interaction of prostitution sex, we see more
closely the harms of prostitution and of prostitution normalized.

1. Distancing. Prostitution sex, the act of prostitution, begins
for women with distancing strategies in which they separate their
sense of themselves—that is, their own, human, personal identity,
how they know who they are—from the act of prostitution.
Separation in prostitution begins with geographic relocation and
extends to psychological dissociation. Once a woman has “turned
a trick,” she knows herself as an outcast (or in some few cases,
namely, those women who promote prostitution, outcast takes
the form of outlaw). Distancing begins with separation of self
from family, home, and worlds of social legitimacy. When women
are “turned out” for prostitution, they usually take a new name
and get forged identity papers, which is frequently necessary in
order to falsify one’s age. As extreme and as violating as this
appears, it is not unlike the separations women make from their
family of origin, their own friends, and their own name when
they marry. Even when women are not evidently coerced into
prostitution, they begin by changing their name (“Lolita,” etc.),
an act that is central to their dissociation from their old or previ-
ous identity. These are acts of distancing from one’s real identity
and real self; they intensify the dissociation produced in the act of
prostitution itself.

At the same time, distancing is a survival strategy for women in
prostitution, who are able to stand away from themselves in the
world and in the exchange of prostitution. They do not associate
who they are in prostitution with who they are apart from being
a prostitute. Distancing is an interrelated part of a complex web
of other damaging, harmful effects of prostitution on women and
girls. It causes women to become estranged from themselves in
order to save themselves.

At a simplistic level, proprostitution groups argue that if prosti-
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tution were accepted as normal work for women, prostitute
women would no longer be marginalized. But the reality of prosti-
tution as a sex commodification is not that simple. Normalizing
the sexual exploitation of women will not make it less sexually
exploitative, it will only make it more available. In fact, if women
are encouraged to incorporate within themselves, into their identi-
ties, the knowledge of themselves as socially acceptable sex ob-
jects, the damage of prostitution, of any sexual objectification, is
intensified. However, distancing is only the first step toward the
construction of woman as prostitute. Alone, it is not sufficient to
ensure that women will survive prostitution or any other form of
sexual exploitation. Distancing sets the stage for disengagement.

2. Disengagement. Disengagement is the up-front strategy of
women in prostitution. Women engaged in the sex acts of prosti-
tution report establishing emotional distance by dissociating
themselves from the commodity exchange in which their bodies
and sexuality are involved. Again, this is not different from what
female teenagers, lovers, and wives report in the experience of
objectified sex. As with rape victims, repeatedly they report that
they are “not there.” They are disengaged.

Disengagement is conscious and intentional action. It is central
to the sex act of prostitution. Because sex is interactive, for it to
be mechanically reproduced as commodity, sex requires that the
women be there and “perform.” For the women’s part, they are
“not there” when it is done in, on, with, or through them. Not
being there is how they are engaged in the prostitution power
relations invoked by customers.

In a recent Norwegian study of prostitution by Cecilie Hoigard
and Liv Finstad, prostitutes report their dissociation from the
sexual exchange men buy from them. Pia says, “I have to be a
little stoned before I go through with it. I have to shove my
emotions completely to the side. I get talkative and don’t give a
shit.” Elisabeth reports, “You switch off your feelings, you have
to do it.” And Jane reports, “I’ve taught myself to switch off, to
shove my feelings away. I don’t give a damn, as long as there’s
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money. It doesn’t have anything to do with feelings.” '* In many
accounts from different countries women report becoming icicles.
And they view their customers with contempt even as they fawn
over and dote upon them as the “prostitution contract,” the
implicit agreement with the customer, requires that they do.

Because the sexual relations of power involve women’s bodies
and their actions through their bodies with men who assume the
right to buy that, disengagement gives a woman the emotional
distance to be able to distinguish her real self from that of her self
that is being used for sex as a commodity.

Prostitute women construct barriers. Through disengagement,
prostitute women establish limits for customers in terms of what
of their bodies and their selves can and cannot be used. These are
limits that they enforce. Parts of the self cannot be accessed for
use, which means that certain acts cannot be employed, certain
parts of the body are off limits; often prostitutes refuse kissing or
require the use of condoms as barriers demarcating the self. Cer-
tain things are kept for one’s real self; as one French prostitute
reported, “Never, never will he lie on my bed. He’ll lie on a
special sheet, on a blanket, but not on the bed that’s my own
bed.”’ In making these kinds of distinctions, women mark off
parts of themselves that are real, personal—parts that they can, if
they choose, engage for lovemaking that is not prostitution. Most
frequently, however, prostitute women report being turned off to
sex in their own intimate lives.

Differentiating parts of the self for sexual commodity is both
vital to women’s mere survival of prostitution, and destructive of
women’s humanity. It segments the self. But in fact, the self
cannot be segmented. There are not separate parts of a self that
can be taken as separate from the self. Some body parts, some
physical acts cannot be relegated for sale while others are pro-
tected. Yet that is what is done and is why and how violation to
the self occurs. When the self is segmented, which it cannot be,
it is separated and its parts are used as separated fragments.
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Segmentation of the self is distortion and produces dehumaniza-
tion. Sex is an integral dimension of the human being, of the self.
When it is treated as a thing to be taken, the human being is
rendered into a thing, an objectification that not only violates
human rights but also destroys human dignity, which is a funda-
mental precondition to human rights.

Can women choose to do prostitution? As much as they can
choose any other context of sexual objectification and dehuman-
ization of the self. Following from distancing, disengagement in-
vokes harm, harm that takes the form of forcing distinctions
between what are essentially nonchoices. This is how women
actually do not consent to prostitution or any other condition of
sexual exploitation—in rape, in marriage, in the office, in the
factory, and so on.

At the same time, appearing to choose is an element of survival.
Agreeing to go with a customer, taking his money, and agreeing
to and performing specific acts appear to be choices. The appear-
ance of choice is especially necessary for prostitute women for
without it they could, in this stage of prostitution, lose their
selves entirely. In this sense, to choose simply means to act, a
fundamental aspect of being alive. And so women become en-
gaged in establishing the terms of their own commodification.
This is the prostitution contract, which “protects” women by
involving them, invoking their self-acceptance in what is essen-
tially the terms of their objectification, thus intensifying the harm
and abuse of prostitution.'® In the disengagement that follows
from distancing, sex is made available in the prostitution ex-
change. Doing prostitution involves women in the dissociation of
their own selves from their prostitution, over and over and over
again. In the market exchange, if a woman stays in prostitution
an average of 9 years and takes an average of § customers a day,
6 days a week, she will have sold sex in, on, and through her body
9,540 times to different men in anonymous contacts. This is a
conservative estimate.
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3. Dissociation. From her research and study of Swedish pros-
titution Hanna Olsson has described the male sexuality in prosti-
tution as “male masturbation in a female body,”!” wherein the
customer may demand, and in some cases may have to negotiate,
where that takes place, either in the vagina, the anus, the mouth
or all three. As Ulla points out, “They do it to empty themselves.
That’s all.” 1® But that is not all; although sex is reduced to this
act of male masturbation that has nothing to do with the woman
as a human being, customers generally require that prostitutes act
as if they are engaged with the customer emotionally, psychically,
and affectively by entering into a fantasy or by feigning the role
of a lover. Either the prostitute is to act like a whore or she is to
act like an affectionate lover. On one hand, themes of perversion
abound, particularly acting out “piss and shit” fantasies by which
customers associate sex with filth, dirt, excrement. On the other
hand, prostitutes are expected to act out submissive, subservient,
docile, and fawning sexual behaviors. As numerous studies report,
the customers, like the by now well-known profile of the average
rapist, are “average men who want average sexual satisfaction.” 1°

Men buy not a self but a body that performs as a self, and it is
a self that conforms to the most harmful, damaging, racist and
sexist concepts of women. Western men, particularly more “lib-
eral” ones, often require from Western women an enactment that
is sexually active and responsive as well as emotionally engaged.
By contrast, traditional Western and Asian men may require of
Asian prostitutes sexual behavior that is enacted with passivity,
submissiveness, and slavishness.

In prostitution, customer demand includes specification of
color and cultural characteristics, which are advertised and sold.
Racism, which like sexual exploitation is an objectification that
dehumanizes, is a foundation of the prostitution industry. A
woman of color in prostitution is expected to sell not only a
sexed body but a “colored” one also—from which she must also
dissociate as that, too, is part of herself that she exchanges. Race
is that which is bought with sex. And so it goes through different
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cultures; whatever the cultural context, prostitution in the sex
exchange itself invokes and plays out the most reactionary racist
and sexist stereotypes while segmenting women into buyable
parts.

4. Disembodiment and Dissembling. In prostitution, what men
expect from women is the semblance of emotional, sexual involve-
ment, the appearance of pleasure and consent, a semblance that
they can treat as if it is real in the moment of the commodity
exchange. In this sense, they want prostitutes to behave like non-
prostitutes—wives, lovers, and girlfriends. In other words, in the
disembodiment of the self, which the prostitute constructs to
protect herself from dissociation, we find the beginnings of the
reconstruction of the subordinated, dehumanized self, which must
act as if it is embodied by acting affectionate, by acting interested
in the customer (for whom the women often have contempt), by
acting sexual, by acting as if one is feeling sexual and wants to
feel sexual, by trying to distinguish between acting as if one is
feeling sexual and sometimes actually feeling sexual because one
has inadvertently sexually responded, and then, by acting as if the
racism and sexism in the act are a woman’s self-chosen defini-
tion—all in all, by acting as if one is not the icicle that one
already has become internally in order to protect one’s self.

Distancing one’s self in order to become disembodied and then
acting as if the experience is embodied produces sex in prostitu-
tion. In this sense women become interchangeable with the life-
size plastic dolls complete with orifices for penetration and ejacu-
lation sold in pornography shops, but those dolls do not affect or
dissemble a “response.” Response is the differentiating factor
because consistent with legalistic values of liberalism with the
compulsive focus on will, response is considered an indicator of
choice. That women respond in the sexual acts that dehumanize
them is testimony to patriarchal construction of normal sexuality.

In women’s experience, this is what prostitution is, including
all of the acting and all of the physical and sexual behaviors in
an anonymous commodity exchange. It is the sex of all sexual
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exploitations, institutionalized, systematized, and increasingly val-

idated.

What Then Is Rape?

Beating, rape, and even murder are generally considered merely
“occupational hazards” of prostitution. The Council for Prostitu-
tion Alternatives in Portland, Oregon, reported that of 179
women in their program who left prostitution in 1990—91, “sev-
enty-eight percent of the survivors were the victims of rape, a class
A felony. Almost half (48%) were raped by pimps an average of
16 times per year and more than three-quarters (79%) were raped
by johns an average of 33 times per year.?°

In the prostitution world, the payment of money is the distin-
guishing factor that differentiates rape sex from prostitution sex.
In women’s lives and experiences there is little distinction. In her
WHISPER oral history project, Evelina Giobbe found that the
prostitute woman “defined rape as a situation in which a cus-
tomer had sex with her and then refused to pay or took back their
money after the act.”?! Likewise in their study of 200 women and
girls in prostitution in San Francisco, of the 73% who reported
being raped while being prostitutes, Silbert and Pines found that
in 19% of the cases the women tried to stop the rapist by telling
him that she was a prostitute. By trying to return sex to economic
exchange, the prostitute woman, rather than causing the rapist to
withdraw, found that he escalated his attack. “They became furi-
ous at hearing the woman say she was a prostitute. Most started
demanding she take back what she had said, insisting on taking
her by force. In order to reassert their control, assailants then
became extremely violent.” 22

Silbert and Pines pointed out that “when the victim told the
assailant she was a prostitute and offered him sexual gratification,
she was trying to assert some control over the situation.” In
comparison to those who did not tell, these women (12%) were
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subjected to more violent abuse. The rapists indicated in their
behavior and words that they were directly involved with pornog-
raphy.

In an effort to reduce accompanying beatings, the prostitute
women offered sex that could be treated as if it were consensual,
meaning sex to which they would not resist. The women distin-
guished rape sex from prostitution sex, not by the act, but by the
payment of money. In the act of making the offer for prostitution
exchange, the women behaved like bodied human beings who
would willingly subordinate themselves to exploitation. This is
the same condition that rape victims are in when they fight back
and are told by their attacker to accept it or they will be hurt
more or killed. As Silbert and Pines noted, the prostitute women
were trying to assert control. But prostitution is sex bought on
men’s terms. Rape is sex taken on men’s terms. The sex men buy
in prostitution is the same sex that they take in rape—sex that is
disembodied, enacted on the bodies of women who, for the men,
do not exist as human beings. Men decide whether it is sex they
pay for, or sex they take by force or with consent.

Rape of prostitute women has been a social enigma—not be-
cause prostitute women are not raped, for indeed they are, but
because the experience of disembodied sex (in both rape and
prostitution) has been reduced to issues of consent or of force.
The prostitute women who offered consensual sex assumed that
because they were sex, the commodity, by virtue of being prosti-
tutes, offering sex would reduce the force. But both prostitution
sex and rape sex are constructions of sex power. The prostitution
of sexuality is the continuous reconfiguring of sex “on men’s
terms” to sustain women’s subordination. In actuality, when a
prostitute woman tries to assert sex divorced from rape, she defies
one instance of sexual power—rape—to be subordinated in an-
other instance—prostitution. That is why experientially rape and
prostitution sex are undifferentiated for the women who are its
vehicles. As one woman reported to Evelina Giobbe in her oral
history project on women in prostitution,
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Prostitution is like rape. It’s like when I was 15 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 somewhere else
with my thoughts and with my feelings until he got off as it was over
with. I don’t know how else to explain it except that it felt like rape. It
was rape to me.>3

The Sexual Secret

Although often represented as sexually liberating, prostitution,
fitted to male customer expectations, is a reactionary, regressive,
and repressive sexual act. The market is driven by secrecy. Cus-
tomers require anonymity and secrecy, and therefore prostitutes’
protection from exposing their identities. Secret sex is what they
buy. The origins of sexual repression can be found in the secreted
buying of women’s bodies. Marginalization of women in prostitu-
tion stems from this protection of the customer’s secret sex, his
requirement of anonymity and secrecy. He requires that she be the
“other,” the outsider, marginalized to sustain his secret. Secrecy is
a foundation to sexual power in prostitution as sex industries
display women on printed pages, in cages, on billboards, in store-
front windows, but men, the customers, carry out their sex pur-
chases in secret. The clandestine character of prostitution is part
of the sexual experience and excitement customers buy. When we
reach a time, as we surely will if feminism does not vigorously
intervene, when prostitution is so normalized that men do not
invoke secrecy to sustain their purchase of sex, we will have
reached the dystopia of Margaret Atwood’s Handmaid’s Tale
where prostituting women is the only sex.

In the first instance and the final analysis, prostitution is not
about women at all. The fact is that whether women claim prosti-
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tution as a right or condemn it as an exploitation of them is
irrelevant to the promotion and continuation of prostitution.
Prostitution and traffic in women are not perpetuated based on
whether or not women want to do prostitution or are forced into
it. Women are in prostitution because men buy them for sex; men
buy children for sex, and men buy other men for sex. Sometimes
society is concerned about buying of children. Sometimes society
is preoccupied with men being bought for prostitution. Rarely
does anyone question men buying women for sex, despite the fact
that in some countries women in prostitution are no longer
counted in the thousands but in the millions.

Prostitution is a male consumer market. The intense public
focus on women’s will, her choice or her “right to prostitute,”
deflects attention from the primary fact that prostitution exists
first because of male customer demand. Sex industries are in
place—from trafficking to brothels—to provide female bodies to
satisfy that market demand. What matters in terms of the prosti-
tution market and male demand is that there are female bodies
provided for sex exchange. How or why they get there is irrele-
vant to the market.

Beyond Limits

Distancing one’s self in order to become disembodied to do prosti-
tution is an effort to set limits and establish barriers with custom-
ers, to mark off oneself from the commodity constructed from
oneself. Although setting limits creates a false sense of control, it
is at least an effort to sustain some control in order to sustain
one’s self. When limits are quantifiably dropped, the self is aban-
doned. As rape denies women the opportunity to set limits on or
establish the terms of exploitation, prostitution without barriers
or limits is the merging of rape sex with prostitution sex.
Domenica, an older German prostitute woman and a leader in
the movement for prostitute rights in Germany, worries about the
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younger generation of women in prostitution. In an interview
with Alice Schwarzer, editor of Emma magazine, Domenica re-
flected on the changes she sees in prostitution today, describing it
as like a “market fair” where the streets are flooded with women
from all classes who do prostitution with no limits: #* there is no
bottom line to what customers are allowed to do, there is no
bottom price, there is no separation of women from their lived
experience as sexual objects—and they therefore must become
them.

There are hierarchies that have structured the world of prostitu-
tion, stratifying women from high-class call girls to the lowest
class of street walkers. In the last decade this structure has bot-
tomed out and given way to prostitution without limits. In con-
trast to her generation of women, who learned to set rules and
establish limits that enabled their survival of (and in her case
survival #n) prostitution, Domenica points out,

My room is no dumpster. I am not a crap heap. We senior whores have
our laws. We only do it with condoms, have always done so. We don’t
allow kissing, because this is what you can only do at home, of course.
Anally—nothing doing. But the young girls who usually get drugs from
a pimp and are then sent on the street, they do everything. They cannot
care less. They are so broken in spirit and body, they don’t have the
strength to take care of themselves. . . . Today they are rather isolated,
they completely surrender to their pimp.?

In other words, the construction of prostitution through the
stages I have identified above is collapsed; the self is not distin-
guishable to these prostitute women or girls, because they do not
set limits that define their own selves. This younger generation of
women and girls in prostitution is not composed of women who
stand behind the banners of a proprostitution movement to pro-
mote the idea that “all women are whores” and that “sex work”
is a viable economic alternative for women. These are the teenage
girls and young women who have experienced prior sexual abuse,
poverty, and homelessness and have become the prostitutes with-
out limits, selves that are synonymous with prostitution. There-
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fore the severity of the effect of prostitution on them personally
also has no limits. In other words, the prostitution of sexuality
through distancing, disengagement, dissociation, and dissembling,
which has allowed women in prostitution to sustain some aspect
of their selves and to keep a self apart from that which is sold, has
collapsed in street prostitution in the 1990s.

Drugs play a different role in the debasement of women in
prostitution than they did a decade or two ago. In the 1970s one
could find ample evidence of drug use among prostitutes. Pimps
often dealt in drugs as well as women. Women often reported
needing something “to get through with it” as they turned one
trick after another. But generally both pimps and prostitutes knew
that a woman strung out on drugs would not generate much
income and eventually would be useless on the streets. On a more
casual or occasional level of prostitution, some women with drug
habits would turn tricks just as they would steal to support their
habits. But many never really entered prostitution because the
drugs pulled them off in another destructive direction.

Criminologists Lisa Maher and R. Curtis have studied women
into crack cocaine and street prostitution in New York City. They
have found that “the widespread use of crack in many poor urban
minority neighborhoods has increased the number of women par-
ticipating in street-level sex markets.”?¢ Their study supports
Domenica’s observation in Germany that there is increased isola-
tion of women in prostitution, particularly in the heightened hos-
tility prostitutes have for each other. A Detroit director of a clinic
for addicts, Dwight Vaughter, explained crack cocaine in terms
that are increasingly synonymous with street prostitution today:
“It overwhelms every other human instinct. Crack comes first;
something to eat and a safe place to stay means nothing in com-
parison. The instinct to protect your body, the instinct for life
itself, is overwhelmed.”?’

Maher and Curtis have shown that “crack-induced increases in
the number of women sex workers” has caused a shift in the
nature of prostitution “from vaginal intercourse to blow jobs,
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indoor to outdoor,” which has “deflated the going rates for sexual
exchanges.”?® The fall in prices, combined with the virtual “any-
thing goes” access customers have to women, reflects the latest
changes in prostitution, the bottoming out of it. This is what
Domenica meant by “they do everything,” and doing it for next
to nothing ($3 for a blow job, $5 for a fuck) has made street life
in prostitution a rougher place to be. It has increased customer
violence—beatings and torture have become a taken-for-granted
part of the prostitution exchange—along with the violation that
is the prostitution of sexuality.

Norwegian sociologists Liv Finstad and Cecilie Hoigard have
found that while prices in prostitution vary over time, there has
been a minimum to which women have held. “The system of
minimum prices is an exact parallel to the internal solidarity
employees exhibit when it comes to the question of pay. Personal
interests coincide with common interest. If someone sells herself
cheap, it affects all the others. Prices fall.” 2® And that sets women
more intensely against each other.

Hoigard and Finstad found that in Sweden prostitution prices
are set by the price of smack. “The women who see themselves
as hooked have their daily routines, shifting between shots and
tricks.” 30 This direct relationship between drug costs on the street
and the price of a trick was also found in Oslo, Stockholm,
Hamburg, London, and New York. The price of a trick is not
only related to the daily expenditure on drugs but is also directly
related to the marginalization of women in the labor force and
the homelessness forced on women through domestic violence
and poverty.

Mabher and Curtis’s research exposes the life of homeless, ad-
dicted, often pimp-controlled women on the streets, for whom
prostitution becomes one of the very few “opportunities for reve-
nue generation that are available in the informal economy.”3!
This study found that women did prostitution while men in the
same neighborhoods stripped cars. “Men still very much control
the informal economy in these neighborhoods and the street drug
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scene in which social and occupational relations are increasingly
embedded.” 3

Maher and Curtis’s findings reveal a pattern different from
what we saw in the 1970s in relation to drug abuse. Crack-
cocaine prostitution evokes a deeper desperation and reveals an
abandoned self. Drugs become a reason for doing prostitution
when there seems to be little reason to exist. Trespassing certain
boundaries in which a self can be kept intact means giving up on
survival. In homelessness, desperation reaches new extremes. By
contrast the effort to survive, to keep oneself together even within
prostitution by finding ways to try to protect oneself, reveals
human beings who are somehow still engaged with themselves,
still fighting for survival. Even if they are despairing of the present
moment, they are surviving for a future moment when things
might be different.

But, for many immigrant women, for women coming from
prior sexual slavery and drugs, all of this—their efforts to sur-
vive—seems to have bottomed out. They have given way to
deeper levels of deprivation wherein prostitution becomes the
means by which they give up having a self. The possibility of
being a whole person is thrown away in the despair of it all. Even
that fact of desperation is trivialized in the superficial assumption
that in bottoming out of prostitution, one does prostitution for
the money for drugs. Bottoming out means that human agency is
not there. Giving up on one’s survival becomes possible when
there are no social conditions to support and promote survival.
When the world of prostitution hits a new bottom, women be-
come socially confused within a reality in which their survival is
of no significance.

In both the Maher and Curtis research and that of Hoigard
and Finstad, early childhood sexual abuse figured largely in the
backgrounds of the women crack and smack addicts on the street.
They had experienced the prostitution of their sexuality in incest
assault, from which they, like every child subjected to it, learned
to dissociate. They now do a prostitution from which they are
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disembodied, taking drugs through which they further dissociate
from themselves. The desperation of homelessness and poverty
added to the destruction from early childhood sexual abuse leaves
young women and girls approaching prostitution without limits—
there is nothing of the self left to save for survival. Trespassing
those limits, where harm is contained, reduces the self to the
sexually exploited thing that one is doing. The price is cheap
because fast money is needed for another fix. But the price is also
cheap because there is almost nothing of value left. Women are
existing in their most severe conditions of dehumanization ever,
for unlike the slave master who sold the body of another for a
cheap price, these women sell themselves. There is not much of
life left for them. Unlike women who distance themselves from
prostitution, these women have little or no social space in which
to be other than prostituted.

Murder

Systematic sexual exploitation reduces the value of female life to
that of “throwaway women” who are like no-deposit, no-return
bottles or cartons disposed and unaccounted for. When I first
began my research in the late 1970s, I was shown some photos of
prostitution homicides taken by the police. One file puzzled and
horrified me. It contained a photo of a huge trash barrel in the
basement of an old building. I peered at this photo for a few
moments before I realized that a dead girl’s body had been stuffed
into the barrel. Only her arm, circled above her head, was show-
ing. In New York City alone in 1975, official police statistics
documented 71 prostitution homicides. At least 54 of them were
committed by pimps or tricks.3® This figure is undoubtedly con-
servative.

Mabher and Curtis found that in 2 neighborhoods in New York
City, at least 4 women in prostitution were killed during the time
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they were doing research: “One woman was hurled into a parking
meter from a van being chased by the police; another was mur-
dered and her decapitated body, minus her breasts, was found
over by the railway tracks. Another woman ... was beaten to
death by a date.” 3

The fate of prostituted immigrant women rarely surfaces. Mar-
iscris Sioson was one of the many of the 80,000 Filipino women
who immigrated to Japan for jobs and in the hands of the Yakuza,
the Japanese mafia, were turned into bar women. When Sioson’s
body was returned to the Philippines for burial, the Japanese
medical determination of organ failure as the cause of death did
not stand up to the evidence on her body of extreme brutality.
The unexplained brutality, evidenced in severe head wounds and
slashes on her legs and other parts of her body, would have
been left unexplained had Sioson’s parents not taken the medical
photographs to the press. However, after President Aquino dis-
patched an investigator to Japan for a fact-finding mission, reports
began to equivocate on the charges of wrongdoing.?’

Whether foreign immigrants or local runaways, it is difficult to
determine the incidence of murders and suicides of prostitute
women. No one counts. Prostitute women’s disengagement from
former friends, family, and “straight” society makes them anony-
mous, then invisible. No one knows. Within the prostitution
world, no one cares.

But when a prostitute kills a trick, the john, it is as if the
world might come to an end. In 1992, Aileen Carol Wuornos was
convicted and sentenced to death in the killing of a trick who may
very well have been a serial murderer of prostitutes, as her story,
reported by Phyllis Chesler, who has championed her case, sug-
gests:

I said I would not [have sex with him]. He said, yes, you are, bitch.
You’re going to do everything I tell you. If you don’t I'm going to kill
you and [have sex with you] after you’re dead, just like the other sluts.
It doesn’t matter, your body will still be warm. He tied my wrists to the
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steering wheel, and screwed me in the ass. . . . Eventually he untied me,
put a stereo wire around my neck and tried to rape me again. . . . Then I
thought, well, this dirty bastard deserves to die because of what he was
tryin’ to do to me. We struggled. I reached for my gun. I shot him.3¢

In all, Wuornos killed 6 violent tricks. A woman serial killer.
Chesler points out that “serial killers are mainly white male drift-
ers, obsessed with pornography and woman-hatred, who sexually
use their victims, either before or after killing them, and who were
themselves paternally abused children.”3” They do not claim self-
defense, nor are they threatened with beating, rape, and murder,
as was Aileen Carol Wuornos.3® After being convicted in the first
trial, she was convinced by her attorneys to plead guilty or no
contest to the other charges.

As a woman serial killer of men, the Wuornos case has gener-
ated dramatic media attention and her acts have incited the full
wrath of Florida justice. She has been sentenced to death § times,
and given the state’s fury over the death of male tricks, it would
seem, as Chesler points out, that “if the state of Florida could, it
would electrocute Wuornos once for each man she’s accused of
killing.”3° The murder of women is one of the occupational
hazards of prostitution, clearly demonstrated in the court trial
and treatment of her case, which was dissociated from the context
in which she was prostituted and reduced to sex to be used at the
will of her customers, which includes his will to kill, apparently.

In Rochester, New York, Arthur Shawcross was on parole from
a manslaughter conviction when he killed 11 women between
1988 and 1989. Most of the women were prostitutes. He was
sentenced to life imprisonment. During a “cleanup” or sweep of
prostitutes that involved arresting more than 12,000 women in
1992, 10 more prostitute murders occurred.*® None of these mur-
ders has evoked the wrath that Wuornos’s killing in self-defense
provoked.

Serial murders of prostitute women are periodically reported.
From late 1977 to early 1978 a Los Angeles strangler brutally
raped and murdered several women; most of his victims were
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prostitutes. During the same period many street walkers in north-
ern England were victims of a “ripper’s” mutilation murders.
Serial murders of prostitutes have continued, and in 1992, 9
prostitute women in Detroit, all crack cocaine users, were stran-
gled and left in empty buildings. Their bodies were nude, and they
were bound and gagged. Some bodies when found were badly
decomposed, having been in the abandoned buildings at least
6 months.*!

Meg Baldwin summarized prostitution murders, giving a sense

of their scope:

Forty-eight women, mainly prostitutes, were killed by the Green River
Killer; up to thirty-one women murdered in Miami over a three-year
period, most of them prostitutes; fourteen in Denver; twenty-nine in
Los Angeles; seven in Oakland. Forty-three in San Diego; fourteen in
Rochester; eight in Arlington, Virginia; nine in New Bedford, Massachu-
setts, seventeen in Alaska, ten in Tampa. ... Three prostitutes were
reported dead in Spokane, Washington, in 1990, leading some to specu-
late that the “Green River” murderer of forty-eight women and girls had
once again become “active.” *?

As Jane Caputi points out, “serial sexual murder is not some
inexplicable explosion/epidemic of an extrinsic evil or the domain
of the mysterious psychopath. On the contrary such murder is an
eminently logical step in the procession of patriarchal roles, val-
ues, needs, and rule of force.” 43

Murder, bottoming out, rape, and prostitution itself are conse-
quences of dehumanized sexuality, a condition of oppression.
When liberal legal constructions of human will are invoked to
determine if, when, and where violation occurs, the dehumanized
sexuality of patriarchal oppression is dissociated from the individ-
ual violations. Cause and consequence are dissociated. Domina-
tion prevails.

As I found in Female Sexual Slavery, the agents of that power
are men who may function individually or in concert with each
other,
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considering the numbers of men who are pimps, procurers, members of
syndicate and free-lance slavery gangs, operators of brothels and mas-
sage parlors, connected with sexual exploitation entertainment, pornog-
raphy purveyors, wife beaters, child molesters, incest perpetrators, johns
(tricks) and rapists, one cannot help but be momentarily stunned by the
enormous male population participating in female sexual slavery. The
huge number of men engaged in these practices should be cause for
declaration of a national and international emergency, a crisis in sexual
violence.

To this list should be added the sexual liberals who promote
pornography as free speech and prostitution as consenting sex.
The emergency I identified in Femnale Sexual Slavery has not yet
been recognized. By the end of the twentieth century masculinist
society has found the answer in the normalization of prostitution
in the prostitution of sexuality. Women’s human rights violations
are becoming conditions of normal sex, confirmed in women’s
consent and answering the question posed by the Marquis de Sade
in the eighteenth century, “But where is one to find free slaves?”



Sexual Power

Esa Mamac, born in a rural farming village in the Philippines,
tried to escape the inevitability of marrying there and raising
her own family in the poverty in which she grew up. Like many
women moving from rural to urban areas as their country is indus-
trializing, Lisa left her village for a large city with plans to go to
school. Rural to urban migration socially dislocates women and
girls as patriarchal power in traditional societies provides almost
no possibilities for women outside of marriage or their family.
Under these conditions women are made particularly vulnerable to
sexual exploitation. Away from home and on her own, Lisa fell in
love and then became pregnant, only to learn that the man she was
involved with was already married. He left her and she struggled
alone with her infant, who died at 8 months. She tried to go back
to school but did not have the money. Finally she became involved
with a man who said he would put her through school. But he
didn’t. In October 1981, Lisa met a man who was a chief prosecu-
tor in the court of justice of the region in which she lived. He told
her of a high-paying position as a receptionist in a 5-star hotel in
the Netherlands. He arranged for her to have the job. As women
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are marginalized from the developing economies of their industrial-
izing countries, emigration often appears to be the only way to
survive.

Most women trafficked into prostitution are from rural areas and
have been in brief marriages or liaisons with men who abandon
them.! When Lisa arrived in the Netherlands, she was put into a
brothel. Like many women trafficked into prostitution, Lisa’s only
chance for help was to appeal to customers to help her escape. In
1983, one customer listened to Lisa’s story and agreed to help her.
But it was 2 years before police investigations led to a police raid
on the brothel. Once she was free, with the support of Philippine
groups in the Netherlands, women’s organizations there, and
women’s groups in the Philippines, in 1985 Lisa Mamac began the
struggle to win justice in her case. In 1988 Jan Schoemann was
expelled from the Philippines and was convicted in Dutch courts
of trafficking and sentenced to serve two and a half years in prison.
His Philippine counterpart, Nestoria Placer, a former government
official, was freed by the Philippine court in 1991. The judge in
the case turned the blame back on Lisa Mamac and “her glaring
immoral conduct manifested by her unusual inclination for illicit
sex” in contrast to Placer, whose “character is beyond reproach
and whose public life remains unblemished.”? In 1993, the case
was on appeal.

Lisa Mamac, caught in the vulnerability of women migrating
from rural poverty, was trafficked into prostitution. At the same
time, prostitution was being industrialized in her own country.
Sex industrialization had been set in motion to service the military,
particularly of the U.S. Subic Naval Base and Clark Air Force
Base. Furthermore, Lisa was trafficked from the Philippines to the
Netherlands, one of the Western countries that has taken the
lead among post-industrial nations in legalizing and normalizing
prostitution. Lisa Mamac’s exploitation in prostitution encapsu-
lated all of the stages of sexual exploitation that I have identified in
this work: (1) trafficking in women, (2) military prostitution, (3)
sex industrialization, and (4) normalization of prostitution.
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Historical Stages in the Deployment of
Sexual Exploitation

Patriarchal power is singular in its reduction of women to sex,
but varied in its political and economic strategies for deploying
sexual subordination. Sexual exploitation is differentially shaped
according to the economic development of each region, which
determines how sex is constructed and deployed to subordinate
women. Therefore, there is no one strategy of patriarchal power
and sexual politics.> While each of these 4 stages of sexual exploi-
tation are found in any historical period or in any stage of a
country’s economic development, they also constitute progres-
sion, one leading to another with economic development and
prosperity.

1. Trafficking in women prevails especially in pre-industrial
and feudal societies that are primarily agricultural, where women
are excluded from the public sphere. Women’s reduction to sex
is a fact of their status as the property of their husbands. Under
such conditions women are governed by marital relations of
power through the exploitation of their unpaid labor in the home,
their reproduction, and their sexuality. They are privatized by
marriage, and their labor outside of the home is confined within
the informal economic sector, not counted in the public econ-
omy. Sexual subordination and economic dependency resulting
from women’s status as the property of their husbands is marital
feudalism. In feudalism men may sexually exploit their wives,
take concubines, and buy prostitutes with impunity as the privi-
lege of male domination that services their promiscuity. By con-
trast, as women are sexual property of men, any sexual act outside
of their marriage, including rape and forced prostitution, is usu-
ally considered infidelity and the victims are severely punished.
There is little or no social space for women outside of the private
patriarchal sector. However, prostitution prevails for men. In
the private patriarchal sector, women and girls are supplied to
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brothels primarily through brutal trafficking and forced prosti-
tution.

2. Military prostitution in war and in many areas where there
is a massive military presence provides for soldiers’ rest and recre-
ation, R & R. Increasingly wars are being fought primarily in
Third World countries, or in somewhat more developed areas
such as Eastern Europe was when much of it was reverted to
underdevelopment by war. Likewise, military prostitution prolif-
erates in the areas where women’s vulnerabilities from war, be-
cause of rape in war, in economic underdevelopment from war,
and in the patriarchal traditionalism of the society where the
war is waged, makes them accessible to be prostituted as sex
commodities for soldiers who are usually foreign men—either
aggressors or occupiers.

3. Sex industrialization accompanies economic development.
With industrialization and the development of a public economic
sector, larger numbers of women leave the privatized household
in search of jobs in the public economy, usually in urban areas. As
industrializing economies shift from domestic to export-oriented
production, Western-originated sex industries work with local
and regional traffickers to build sex industries. Women migrating
from rural to urban areas constitute a ready pool for procurers.
Their labor, having been unpaid and exploited at home, is deval-
ued in the public economy, and they are marginalized from it.
Exploitation in the family leads to exploitation of labor in the
public economy. As industrialization accelerates, sex industries
buy women’s sexual exchange at a higher rate than most women
can earn in export processing labor. Sex industries prostitute
significant proportions of the female population, which can no
longer be spoken of only as forced prostitution in terms of traf-
ficking in women. In this phase, the primary emphasis of sexual
exploitation shifts from trafficking in women to sex industrializa-
tion that is usually not characterized by physical coercion or
slavery. Rather, economic destitution in the displacement of
women from rural to urban areas and the absence of work oppor-
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tunities close down the world of possibilities for women. As sex
industrialization develops, for some women it has the appeal of
fast money in an increasingly commercialized world of commodi-
ties that are available primarily to men.

4. Normalization of prostitution takes place with higher levels
of economic development in post-industrial societies. In post-
industrial, developed societies, when women achieve the potential
for economic independence, men are threatened with loss of con-
trol over women as their legal and economic property in marriage.
To regain control, patriarchal domination reconfigures around
sex by producing a social and public condition of sexual subordi-
nation that follows women into the public world. Sexual exploita-
tion is individualized to fit the domination of economically inde-
pendent women. Sexual saturation of society through
pornography promoted by sexology sustains individualized sexual
exploitation in the public domain. By contrast, public images of
the sexual subordination of women are not necessary under feudal
conditions, wherein sex is a fact of privatized property arrange-
ments of marriage and there is no economic or social alternative
to marriage for women. Nor is the issue of women’s consent
important or even relevant when they are legal property of their
husbands. But in the sexual saturation of society through pornog-
raphy, when women are reduced publicly to sex, women’s sexual
consent becomes paramount in importance to sustain their subor-
dination. Pursuing work in industrialized sectors, women are re-
moved from men’s control of them in the family. The social
control of women is reinforced in the public world by invoking
women’s consent to the prostitution of sexuality. Economic devel-
opment and the potential for women’s economic equality produce
a new public, social exploitation, which is built from the prior,
privatized sexual exploitation of women in marriage. When sin-
gle, economically independent, emotionally autonomous women
evade sexual reductionism and become historical reality, publicly
institutionalized sexual exploitation reverts them back to sex.

That was the experience of Anita Hill, a prominent African-
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American lawyer, when she reported her experience of Clarence
Thomas’s sexual harassment of her to the congressional commit-
tee that would confirm Thomas to the U.S. Supreme Court in
1991. When Hill testified before the congressional committee, the
committee saw in this African-American woman her refusal to be
sexed body, reduced to sex. Her refusal to be sex deeply chal-
lenged the sexual power of racism and the historical reduction of
African-American women in slavery to sexual property, that is, to
the sexual ownership of their white masters.*

The committee’s interrogation of Anita Hill, especially the
threats from Pennsylvania Senator Specter, were more than a
reaction against one woman. The all-male congressional commit-
tee made of Anita Hill a nationally televised lesson to all women—
and their message to U.S. women was to withdraw, to retreat. As
she bravely and unswervingly stood up to that day of grilling,
of intensive cross-examination, of unrelenting efforts to find a
modicum of motivation, other than justice, for her allegations,
women throughout the United States became aware, as many had
never been aware before, of the reality that if a woman of Anita
Hill’s character cannot be believed, none of us will be believed.
That was the message from the congressional male bonding, racist
as it was, that enveloped Clarence Thomas within its protective
cover. Hill’s case acquired such prominence because she became
paradigmatic of the woman who refuses to be reduced to body,
sexist body, racist body, and the fact that she is African-American
made her refusal to be sexed body an ultimate act of defiance.

Culture of Sex and Construction of Sexuality

Sexual power is a political condition of women’s lives that is
either privatized and feudalistic or public and industrial, or both.
In each historical period, under each set of economic conditions
from marital feudalism to sex industrialization and normalized
prostitution, sexuality is socially constructed, shaped in the soci-



SEXUAL POWER §§

ety by social norms and values to fit to the particular conditions
of patriarchy. Society (not biology, not drives, not needs, and not
desires) precedes sexuality, giving structure and context to the
individual experience of it.

As society socially constructs sexuality, acts of sexual exchange
are where domination is produced and, in turn, they give shape
and form to physiological sexual impulses, drives, or needs. It
does not work the other way around, as sexologists would have
it. That is, the sex drive does not manifest itself as some innate
reality that then determines sexual behaviors. Christine Delphy
has pointed out that “it is oppression which creates gender” and
that “gender in its turn created anatomical sex, in the sense that
the hierarchal division of homogeneity into two transforms an
anatomical difference (which is itself devoid of social implication)
into a relevant distinction for social practice.”’

In the industrialized world, the social, cultural production of
“sexuality,” the sexuality of normalized prostitution, has devel-
oped and been deployed through the science of sex, sexology,
and its counterpart, pornography, the graphic representation of
prostitution sex. Foucault poses the question “whether, since the
nineteenth century, the scientia sexualis . . . has not functioned, at
least to a certain extent, as an ars erotica.”® The public and
social deployment of sex as sexuality, “proliferating, innovating,
annexing, creating, and penetrating bodies in an increasingly de-
tailed way, and ... controlling populations in an increasingly
comprehensive way,”” created “discourses” through which sex,
which has no pre-social definition or meaning, became sexuality,
a condition of sexist power.

A century of development of public, social sexual preoccupa-
tion in the West in liberal areas has shifted the social expectation
of coupling away from marriage and its privatization of women
under one male authority, the husband, toward sex and the public
colonization of women for male sexual servicing. Conservative
areas of post-industrial society demonstrate the effort to reconfine
women within the family, under reproductive and sexual control.
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A sexual imperative looms over coupling. It signifies for the late
twentieth century what marriage had meant for previous centuries
in terms of control of women. As women are no longer necessarily
identified as wives, they are expected to be known through their
sexual connection to another. Coupling has become a social signi-
fication that women are sexually connected to another—therefore
under control, a control of women that marriage no longer as-
sures. The imperative that women be/are sexual is a historically
recent social force constituted to sustain male domination when
women cannot be controlled by marriage or in economic depen-
dency.

The 1960s sexual revolution took as its bibles the works of
sexologists and pornographers, both of which groups, as Sheila
Jeffries pointed out, were hostile to women’s liberation in the
1960s and 1970s.® Finally, by the 1980s, they had reduced the
meaning and significance of women’s “liberation” to pornogra-
phy where “liberation” means trespassing traditional masculinist
sexual norms to replace them with modern, public masculinist
norms that reduce woman to sex. The culture of sexual liberation,
developed in the twin discourses of sexology and pornography,
produces sex as an objectified “thing” to be gotten, taken, had.
That “thing” has been reified in the orgasm. As Stephen Heath
points out, orgasm is “the key manoeuvre in the sexual fix”:

As long as orgasm holds the centre of the stage, we will never get out of
the sexual norm, a redirection of the sexual, the realization of sex as a
commodity with men and women placed and held essentially, as their

“nature,” male and female, the difference, as the agents of that ex-
change.’

In a century-long development of a masculinist culture of sex
in the West, sexuality has been made compulsive, and it is com-
pulsively treated as if compulsive sex is “normal” sex. The deploy-
ment of sexuality generally follows the progression of pornogra-
phy, which emerged for massive distribution in the early 1960s.
As legal control of pornography was lifted, its subject matter
escalated from pictures of nude women to more provocative
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poses. By 1967 more sexual explicitness was expected by consum-
ers,'® which finally led to hard-core, violent, humiliating, degrad-
ing sex and the snuff films in which women were murdered in the
sexual fix.

Today male domination is sustained in large part by the failure
of society to distinguish between sex that is exploitation and sex
that is positive human experience, enhancing rather than destroy-
ing human lives. Feminism has intervened in the patriarchal con-
struction of sex. In their civil rights approach to pornography,
Andrea Dworkin and Catharine MacKinnon redefined pornogra-
phy to be “a systematic practice of exploitation and subordination
based on sex which differentially harms women.” !! Dworkin and
MacKinnon defined pornography as harm not only because it is
violent—because it presents women being penetrated by objects
or animals, because it presents women injured, bleeding, bruised
in pornographic sex—but at its core pornography is violating
because “women are presented as dehumanized sexual objects,
things or commodities.” 12

Legally, Dworkin and MacKinnon have identified the subject
matter of pornography as “graphbic, sexually explicit presentation
that produces a subordination of women through pictures and/or
words” (emphasis added). Prostitution is the enacted version of
pornography, where the graphic representation of the subordina-
tion of women comes to life. The normalization of prostitution is
the pornographic deployment of that subordination into private
lives and personal relationships. Now, not only is it the daily,
subjective experience of a class of women, identified by their
commercial availability to service men sexually, but of women as
a class through the prostitution of sexuality.

In defense of male domination, sexual liberals, those who have
promoted sex as a form of freedom and as a matter only of
individual choice without regard to whether that sex enhances or
harms human experience, have moved to censor the civil rights
approach to pornography. By the 1990s the progression and esca-
lation of pornography has become the masculinist culture of sex
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in which prostitution is the normative model for sexual behavior.
It does not stop there. This Western masculinist construction of
sex, this colonization of women’s bodies, is a major dimension of
Western hegemony as American, European, and Australian men,
in the military, in businesses, and as tourists, impose that sex in
the form of market demand on women in Third World countries.
The U.S., U.N., or other occupying military forces have not just
discovered sex for the first time when they rape and prostitute
women of Third World countries, nor is that the end of it when
they return home to lovers or wives.

In each historical condition of sexualization—feudalism, indus-
trialization, and post-industrial society—the subordination of
women is accomplished through (1) the sexualization that reduces
women to biology, locating women in a class condition where
they are expropriated bodies to be fetishized, which treats sex
and women’s lives as essential rather than social reality; (2) the
reduction of human beings to bodily functions, driving women
out of history; and (3) atemporality in which women cease to
exist in time. In sexual exploitation, women are universalized and
therefore not historical, biologized and therefore not social.

By contrast, Catharine MacKinnon summarizes the legal and
social reality that would obtain if sex were not the condition of
subordination:

If the sexes were equal, women would not be sexually subjugated. Sexual
force would be exceptional, consent to sex could be commonly real, and
sexually violated women would be believed. If the sexes were equal,
women would not be economically subjected, their desperation and
marginality cultivated, their enforced dependency exploited sexually or
economically.!3

Prostitution of Sexuality

When prostitution is normalized it is no longer the exchange of
money and the anonymity in the fact that she has known this guy
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maybe 10 minutes that differentiates how women in prostitution
experience the night from how many women, teenagers, and
young girls around the world experience it. By the 1990s, sex that
is bought in the act of prostitution and promoted in pornography
does not look significantly different from the sex that is taken in
rape, pressured in teenage dating, and apparently given in many
private relationships. This leads to the conclusion that, in the
West, normatively the lines between rape, prostitution, and pri-
vate sex have blurred.

The legacy to women of the sexual liberation movement and
the legitimization of pornography of the 1960s has not been
women’s liberation but rather the prostitution of sexuality. By the
1990s, the video cassette recorder has done more than bring
pornography home into the bedroom and private sexual relations.
With the camcorder, it has made the bedroom—or wherever
pornography that is prostituted sex is done—the location for
making pornography. It has been reported that about one-third of
the approximately 75 new adult videos each month are made by
amateurs at home.!* And as husbands and lovers see a market
value to film their private, intimate moments at home, women are
reporting that the sex scenes are becoming more and more tortur-
ous. Diana Russell in her study of rape found that 10% of the
930 women she interviewed had experienced pornography being
brought into their sex lives:

Ms. C: He was a lover. He’d go to porno movies, then he’d come home
and say, “I saw this in a movie. L<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>