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Behind the Words, the Reality of
Sexual Exploitation

A dramatic global phenomenon founded on violence aopercion, prostitution is
responsible for the degradation and sacrifice @f itiost vulnerable members of society.
These people are sacrificed simply to satisfy theipive urges of some, using the guise of
sexual liberty, and to generate considerable prefitimated at 99 billion US$ (close to 91
billion €) per year ILO, 2014). The reality of prostitution is that of éxpation and the
trafficking of tens of millions of human beings, siiorter life expectancy of children sold
younger and younger into prostitution, slavery,nireg camps, torture at the hands of
brothels, rape, and murder. Prostitution is gowetoye criminal organizations and sometimes
even by the terrorism that it finances.

And yet, the image today of modern prostitution ldwide fails to reflect these realities.
This is largely because the sex industry has hidtlese cruel realities behind a fictional
narrative of prostitution that makes the unaccdptadxrceptable. To develop and increase its
profits, this “industry” has tried to create anrattive image of prostitution in recent years.
Through a global communication strategy and aggessarketing techniques, the pro-
prostitution lobby has created a new story of piatsbn, one that depicts prostitution as an
acceptable “job”, a sexual liberty, a mercantileeagnent between consenting adults, an
emancipation from the patriarchy, a viable soluttoneconomic problems, and even as a
human right. This new tale elevates, or at leastnabzes prostitution with the objective of
decriminalizing its activities and its participardtke, thus to liberalizing the entire “sex
market”.

The world of prostitution is one of vulnerabilityhich targets the most fragile and
discriminated-against people in the world: 98% iolsgand women, transgender individuals,
poverty-stricken people, asylum seekers fleeingasibns of war and conflict, victims of
sexual violence as minors or within a romantictreteship, those with health problems, and
those with an addiction to drugs or alcohol. Ptostn perpetuates and aggravates these
vulnerabilities due to the violent nature of thedustry”, the implicated constraints for its
actors, as well as the severe physical and psygitalodamage that it causes.

This vulnerability, however, has no place in thargtcreated by the sex industry, where
the heroine is never a victim of devastating cirstances but is rather a prosperous “sex
worker”, a “sex seller” who is strong, independanyulnerable, and free. Missing in this
story are the oppressive figures of clients andymers. Instead, the sex industry gives the
role of main enemy to the State, supported by d¢tomplices, feminists and abolitionists,
who make “sex workers” more vulnerable and suli@gunishment.
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The tale told by the sex industry does not inclirseviolence, constraints, physical harm,
victims, or aggressors in its story, as it hastssure public opinion. It does so by presenting
prostituted persons as entrepreneurs, by cleaneghames of the clients of these free “sex
workers,” and by arguing that the State does nuot learesponsibility to protect prostituted
persons, nor to penalize them, but conversely, Idn@ailke the opportunity to profit from the
industry. They never mention vulnerability, whichglies a need for social protection,
solidarity, and the creation of a more just society

Instead, to ignore vulnerability is to accept tloeial order the way it is, to legitimize
inequalities between sexes, as well as those betalasses and castes. This tale consequently
argues that we should accept prostitution as awmitaide outcome of this inescapable
inequality. But to accept this fact is to abandoa principles that constitute a community; it
is a renunciation of human values.

When prostitution rhymes with liberty

The sex industry officially condemns coercion, gimte and abuse, human trafficking
and sexual exploitation of children. But in the ra#ive that the sex industry presents,
prostitution is exempt from coercion and explodati This story puts forth a free “sex
worker”, who has rationally chosen “sex work”. Ifopprostitution discourse recognizes
alienation, it is not the alienation caused bygistem of prostitution, but that of work itself.
It argues that if prostituted persons are exposeckploitation, so are factory workers.

If it is true that a small proportion of prostitdtgersons choose “sex work” without
coercion, this minority has been presented by theisdustry as the norm. Through this
rhetorical offensive, the pro-prostitution lobbyshamposed the notion that in reality,
prostitution is a free-trafficking industry, whileorced prostitution and trafficking only
concern a small proportion of prostituted persons.

The supposed “liberty” of the prostituted persogiigen great value. It ignores the harsh
realities of prostitution and demonstrates a retarreactionary measures. This logic recalls
Karl Marx’ conception of liberty of the free fox e free henhouse. What is liberty worth for
the most vulnerable? What do we say to the 85-9%5%rastituted persons who wish to
escape the industry?

Prostitution always results from a rational choice

In the scenario presented by the pro-prostitutadnioy, prostitution is always the result of
a “free choice” or at least a “rational choice”.igiscourse ignores completely coercion and
the social and psychological vulnerabilities thatige prostitution. The question of consent,
that is not raised here except in economic tersnsever posed.

The sex industry recognizes the vulnerability obgpituted persons but believes this
vulnerability is solely a result of the discrimimat, marginalization, and oppression of which
they are victims, such as gender inequality, racemd poverty. These so-called “imperfect”
contexts, can also give individuals limited choi@sl influence their decision to become
“sex workers”. In reality, “in a world where 3 idh people live on less than 2.50 US$ a day,
and where 80% of the worldwide population lives cdountries where income gaps are
widening, individuals make economic transactionssiexual relations that are not always a
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guestion of direct coercion, but rather a reflectod limited options” Amnesty International
2014).

In the pro-prostitution narrative, however, theaterable situations never lead to acts of
coercion or desperation, as it never affects treney of prostituted persons; in other words,
their vulnerable situations affect neither theitogw@omy nor their capacity to choose and to
act. This “indirect coercion” does not present astacle to the “free choice” to sell “sexual
services” with the goal of supporting a family, aducation, or an addiction to drugs
(CHCDH, 2012). Here, consent is an absolute.

To help the most vulnerable, we must support tteracity to decide, and never contest
or judge them for it, “because this would ignore tlways in which individuals act in a
deliberate and reflective manner, to at least servor to self-empower Amnesty
International 2014). Respect for free judgment, for the freedomd dignity of prostituted
persons forbids, the denial that prostitution @hkuntary and rational decision, and the denial
that people's right to choose “sex work” in thewro best interests. It also forbids
compromising their choices and their security bynoralizing the context in which they live.
Coercion thus disappears behind the illusion thedtianal, reflective and deliberate choice
has been made by the “sex worker,” an “agent” @irtlife.

This narrative transforms prostitution into an iadtgive to poverty and social exclusion.
Prostitution appears as the only economic oppdstufior certain people who are
discriminated against in the work force such assgender individuals. Prostitution is also
presented as a more appealing job due to its flayibnd its profitability, even for victims of
trafficking, who it allows to escape the explowatiand precarious situations they were in
originally.

Procuring is only a form of support for prostitutepgersons

In the pro-prostitution narrative, coercion by adtparty is rarely, if ever, spoken about.
Procuring is not seen as exploitative, but is synggen as an element of “sex work”. The
procurer becomes the supporter, manager, or omamk prostituted persons. The sex
industry transforms procurers into protectors anddnable managers that provide a service
for prostituted persons. Under the title of “thiparty” we find chauffeurs, receptionists,
bodyguards and even employers. The pro-prostitutietoric neutralizes completely the
criminality of procuring by ignoring the violent drsexually exploitive nature of the job.

In this representation, it is the State that cawesgsoitation by penalizing prostituted
persons. Therefore, the penalization of “clientsireases the influence of the procurers and
pushes prostituted persons into secrecy, which sndl@m more vulnerable to exploitation,
and forces them to turn to trafficking networks wderve as intermediaries. Similarly, this
narrative maintains that penalizing procurers ieclly condemns prostituted persons, as they
are forced to either collaborate amongst each dtieheir security or call on a third party for
a taxi fare or the lease of an apartment. Thisati@g insists that the decriminalization of
procuring and buying sex protects the rights ofsprated persons who can thus continue
their work without constraints.
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Sex trafficking is a myth

In the sex industry’s libertarian conception of girmtion, even the victims of sex
trafficking have freely chosen to be prostitutedhc® the middle of the 1990’s, the pro-
prostitution lobby has argued for the individuaight to migrate for “sex work”. They
invented the concept of “voluntary sex traffickingihd renamed it as “sex work migration”
that is presented as a banal business, practicdtbwiiviolence, with consent of the
prostituted person and to their profit.

The pro-prostitution narrative does not considergkerson who knows they are going to
be prostituted in their destination country asdaimi of trafficking, even when the conditions
upon their arrival are far from what they had eionied. Regardless of if someone is
exploited, violently assaulted, held captive, areiges no profit, they are nevertheless seen as
a “voluntary worker” who has chosen to migrate“@x work” in the hopes of a better life.

In this narrative, exploitation is used to describbely those who ardorced into
prostitution, whereas “free” trafficking (i.e. sework migration) is perceived as exercising
one’s right to freedom of movement. In this nak@tisex trafficking is presented as simply a
myth meant to justify the repression of prostitntand migration; because trafficking only
affects a minority of “sex workers”, it should onbe dealt with on a case-by-case basis.
Vulnerability, violence, and coercion are assuneetd only pretexts used by the State to put
in place repressive laws. Rather than being predesd endemic among prostituted persons,
sex trafficking is presented as a by-product aiffgctonly 5-10% of migrant prostituted
persons.

When prostitution is harmless

Prostitution involves significant physical and psgiogical abuse that does not exist in
any other activity and that constitutes the fistise of death among prostituted persons. Yet
in the many mystifying arguments for the decrimiration of prostitution, even those of
groups such as Médecins du Monde (MDM), violencealisent. Only the institutional
violence created by the State as well as lawspbiaalize prostituted persons recognized; the
sex industry advises to respond only by reducimgState's harmful effects and by fighting
against HIV/AIDS and other sexually transmittecertfons (STIS).

This narrative insists again that violence in thesptution industry is dramatized, that
physical and psychological abuses of prostitutedgres are imaginary, and that sexual abuse
of children is overstated. The sex industry deneanetatistics by arguing they are
generalized and represent only a small portiorsek‘workers,” those most affected by social
and psychological problems, and are the most expésemedical and police problems
(Pheterson2001).

The relativist story of the sex industry prohililte definition of prostitution with a single
reality that is violent in nature. The situationsdaexperiences of prostituted persons are
presented as diverse. The nature of a sexual aelai thus dependent on the individual,
social, cultural and geographic context. In HeatMwntgomery's report, “Global Sex
Workers,” a study of prostituted children in a Thallage near a tourist attraction, she
maintained that prostitution is neither harmful raentity changing for the children, because
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the link between sexuality and identity is not aorgy in Thailand as it is in the West
(Montgomery 1998).

Prostitution is not violent

The pro-prostitution narrative seeks to deconstriiet image of prostitution as
devastating and humiliating, and it completely gessover the world of prostitution. It thus
does not speak about the physical and psychologickdnce that are intrinsically linked to
prostitution, or about the violation of prostitutpdrsons’ bodily integrity. It also ignores the
violence on the part of the principal aggressorgrottituted persons, “clients” and procurers,
as well as the daily risks of attack, rape, tortumgprisonment, and murder for prostituted
persons. The pro-prostitution narrative negategp#yeho-traumatic impact of prostitution as
well as the sexual violence that prostituted pessaften faced during their childhoods, which
makes them more likely targets.

The sexual violence inherent to prostitution duethe repetition of unwanted, often
violent, sexual acts is transformed into a free #miving sexuality. The sex industry turns
sex into a banal activity, and makes prostitutinorasant-garde sexuality, despite the fact that
sexual violence is extremely traumatic and compgarab torture. The harm done to
prostituted persons is further intensified by tkenpanence of their situation of aggression.

In the scenario presented by the sex industryps$iyehological harm done by prostitution
does not exist. The sex industry completely repreds the notion of traumatic “dissociation”
that refers to the universal defense mechanism liged least 70% of prostituted persons to
“survive” the repetition of undesired sexual a&sostituted persons psychologically separate
their two personalities, between their prostitupsiisonality and their “private” personality.
This psychological disassociation, which actuallyises prostituted persons to lose bodily
sensation, allows them to separate from themsetvesder to protect themselves from an
intolerable experience. The sex industry turns siategy of disassociating one’s self from
their body into a “sexual commercial service”. hstnarrative, the disassociation is simply
presented as a way for a free and rational indalituconduct their work and to earn a living.
The prostituted persons still have complete ownprsh their body, and their work never
affects their bodily integrity.

The recognition that 68% of prostituted persongesufom post-traumatic stress disorder
is presented in this narrative as an ideologichébrather than fadt The sex industry, which
is unable to dispute scientific fact, actually rgaized that prostitution causes significant
psychological damagésomparable to that of Vietnam veterans or victdhsepeated rape.
These traumas that are intrinsically linked witle thct of prostitution have no place in a
discourse founded on autonomy and liberty.

Violence would be institutionalized
Pro-prostitution lobbyists always make a distinctlzetween the activity of prostitution
and the conditions in which this activity takesgalaAccording to pro-prostitution lobbyists,

! Bedford v. Attorney General of Canada, Ontario&igs Court of Justice, Judge Himel, 2010.
2 Melissa Farley, American psychologist, is thetfirarson to have initiated a survey on the prewaef this
phenomenon amongst prostituted persons in the &86'4.
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prostitution is not intrinsically violent. The catidns in which prostitution is criminalized,
however, make it violent.

This narrative maintains that prostituted persome subject to violence due to
discrimination, stigmatization and a lack of recitign of “sex work”. Through its legislation,
police, and institutions, the State is responsiiole the violence endured by prostituted
persons. This violence includes, but is not limitedharassment, extortion, police brutality,
arrests, arbitrary detention and expulsion. Repredaws, which lead to secrecy, heightened
risks as well as more client aggression, aggrataite violence. These pro-prostitution
lobbyists denounce the “dangerous practices” of3tate, such as confiscating condoms and
using them as proof of prostitution, which consetlyeincreases the health risks and the
vulnerability of prostituted persons. The State,wéweer, considers that violence is
intrinsically linked to the act of prostitution a®ll as to its clients and its procurers and thus
sidesteps responsibility.

The sex industry defends the idea that improvirg ¢bnditions in which prostitution
occurs, through both the decriminalization and gh&fessionalization of “sex work”, would
resolve health and violence problems. It would thuffice to stop stigmatizing prostitution,
to legalize it, and to offer workers rights to prteged persons, so they would no longer be
subject to the atrocities of their current trade.

When the “sex worker” becomes invulnerable

The pro-prostitution narrative neglects to mentioa violence and coercion intrinsically
linked to the act of prostitution and thereforeirs that the prostituted person is never a
victim. The “sex worker” becomes an invulnerablecher heroine who is fighting for sexual
freedom, economic independence, the right to a”;jabd the right to mobilize against a
State who seeks to weaken them.

The sex industry has invented the idea of an “ieduculnerability” caused by
legislation, judiciary institutions, and police htes to prostituted persons. Legislation
penalizing prostituted persons makes them moreevabie.

In the absence of a victim, the aggressors alsappear too in the pro-prostitution
discourse. Procurers and “clients” are exoneratrd,their desire for sex, power and money
is legitimized. If the sex industry recognizes aggression, it is always to describe it in
neutral terms.

Prostituted persons would never be victims...

The neo-liberal scenario presented by the sex indggstematically renounces the idea
of vulnerability and the notion of a “victim”. Thero-prostitution lobby developed an
ideology that maintains that “sex workers” are gestnamed, and rather, should be depicted
as strong individuals. According to the pro-pragian lobbyist, it is disparaging to consider
someone a “victim”. Moreover, by labeling a pragtt a “victim”, one is in turn, making
prostituted persons more vulnerable.

The pro-prostitution narrative redefines a “victimd that the prostituted individual is
strong, active, and invulnerable. Being a “victithdes not mean being subject to violence
perpetrated by others, but rather references acteartrait. To be a “victim” signifies that
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one is weak, passive, powerless, and incapabtigposition to the “active subject.” The pro-
prostitution narrative makes the prostituted peraoroluntarist subject and an invulnerable
hero or heroine, who represents action, libertyd paower. By definition, the prostituted
person can never be a victim. The status of vicsimn identity that must be combatted at all
costs; the liberal individual in the sex industryshbe responsible and invulnerable.

Pro-prostitution arguments overflow with the reaugrtheme of “the prostituted person
as subject rather than victim,” presenting thesmseas being mutually exclusive. In fact, the
“victim-subject” opposition is false, because te thctim is generally opposed the aggressor,
and to the subject is generally opposed the obJdts. opposition is used to impose the false
idea that the victim is an object, and not a humaimg E€kman,2013). This narrative thus
establishes a false identity of the “victim” becaurs reality, the term victim does not seek to
describe weak or incapable individuals, but ratiaers to reveal harm done and to define a
situation of exploitation.

...even when they are exploited or raped several Sraalay

The “sex worker” exists without context, which i® tsay without exploitation.
Regardless of what is done to the prostituted persween if they are raped several times a
day, given HIV/AIDS, subject to physical abuse, ave even tortured, they nevertheless
remain an “active subject” who exercises contral agsists exploitation. In this narrative,
passivity is seen as a form of resisting explatatit is the attitude of the prostituted person
that determines whether or not they are a victimakiMg decisions, developing strategies to
deal with the realities of prostitution, or everctigely” choosing submissiveness, qualifies a
person as a subject rather than a victim. Whateweey be the degree of exploitation, if a
person acts or submits “freely” as a means of surgj they are not vulnerable.

The discourse dismisses the role of power and é@aplm; it is simply a question of
empowerment as it all depends on the prostitutedopeand their attitude. It is always the
most vulnerable person who is depicted as the g&sin Thus, in her study of prostituted
children in Thailand, anthropologist Heather Momtggwy does not describe the children as
“victims” of sexual exploitation but rather as “a@, rational subjects”. To refuse them this
status, according to Montgomery, is to deny thera ‘tivay of intelligently using the little
control they have effectively”. If these children dot want to be prostituted, they develop
strategies to accept prostitution. The child isaslsv an “active subject” who resists and
exercises control. If the children do not protebew strangers rape them, it is because they
have “chosen” to ignore this aggression, and teast through passivity.

In this situation, prostitution is an opportunitiyjs an opportunity for older children to
become the procurers of younger children. Thesklireim knew how to acquire power and
social prestige amongst their limited options agheut prostitution, these children would
have become miserable and obliged to have a jobphgs much less than prostitution
(Ekman,2013).

Finally, according to the sex industry, the onlysgible violence against a prostituted
person is to identify them as a victim. This is howe truly condemns them to be so.
According to the pro-prostitution lobby, it is idantifying “migrant sex workers” as victims
of trafficking, that the State deprives prostitutpdrsons of their autonomy and their
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opportunity to live a better life. Therefore, itrsmquently condemns them to a situation of
exploitation.

Sources

- Amnesty International32nd International Council Meeting - Circular no.182015 ICM
Circular: Draft Policy on sex workAl Index: ORG 50/1940/2015, Jul{/'72015.

- Amnesty InternationaDecriminalisation of Sex Wor014.

- Amnesty Internationall.igne de conduite relative a I'obligation des Etals respecter et
protéger les droits humains des travailleurs evaidleuses du sexe et de leur laisser exercer
ces droits August 11", 2015.

- Commission Nationale Consultative des Droits d¢oilnme (CNCDH), Avis sur la
proposition de loi renforgcant la lutte contre lesgyme prostitutionnglPlenary Assembly,
May 22 2014.

- CRIDES/Fondation Scelles, Revue de I'actualitérimationale de la prostitution, 2013.

- CRIDES/Fondation Scelles, Revue de I'actualitéerimationale de la prostitution, 2014.

- Ekman K.E.,L’étre et la marchandise - Prostitution, maternitee substitution et
dissociation de spiM Editeur, 2013.

- Farley M., Baral 1., Kiremire M. et al., « Prdstion in five countries: Violence and Post
Traumatic Stress Disorder Beminism Psychologyol. 8, no.4, November 1998.

- Farley M., Cotton A., Lynne J. et al, « Prostiiatand trafficking in nine countries: Update
on violence and posttraumatic stress disorddoenal of Trauma Practice/ol. 2, Issue 3/4,
2004.

- Kampadoo K., Doezema J., « Global sex workergght?, Resistance and Redefinition »,
Routledge, 1998.

- Levine J.Risks, Rights, and Healtkslobal Commission on HIV and the Law, UNDP, July
2012.

- Lim L.L., « The sex sector : The economic andadmases of prostitution in Southeast Asia
», International Labour Office, 1998.

- Montgomery (H.),Children prostitution, and identity. A case studyn a tourist resort in
Thailand in: Kampadoo K., Doezema J., « Global sex workeRights, Resistance and
Redefinition », Routledge, 1998.

- International Labour Organization (ILOProfits and Poverty — The Economics of Forced
Labour, 2014.

- Potterat J.J., Brewer D.D., Muth S.Q. et al., ertdlity in a Long-term Open Cohort of
Prostitute Women »American Journal of Epidemiology/ol.159, Issue 8, November 24
2003.

- Salmona M., « Le livre noir des violences sexslk, Dunod Edition, Coll. «Hors
collection», 2013.

- Trinquart Judith,La décorporalisation dans la pratique prostitutieaiie : un obstacle
majeur a l'accés aux soinghése de Doctorat d’Etat de Médecine Généraléydusity of
Paris-Nord, Medicine Faculty of Bobigny-Paris XI{ Léonard de Vinci », under the
Direction of Dr Viviane Bruillon, February 2002.

© Fondation Scelles, Economica, 2016 8



- United Nations Development Programme (UND®¢x work and the law in Asia and the
Pacific, 2012.

© Fondation Scelles, Economica, 2016 9



