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PROSTITUTION: THE ONE-WAY STREET

There are many ways in which people think about prostitution – that is, if they think about it at all. Perhaps the most common is the assumption that, rather like the common cold, it has been, and always will be with us, and, similarly, that there is little that can be done about it apart from applying half-successful remedies from time to time.  Then there are others, who perhaps have thought about it a little more, who have convinced themselves that the only way to come to terms with what has often been called – with little respect for the women caught up in it – the ‘oldest profession’, is to accept it as part of normal society. So that, in the view of such people, prostitutes become ‘sex workers’, a way of life different only in degree from that of the office worker, the shop assistant, the doctor, the bus driver or female academic.

There have been attempts, particularly under socialist societies such as those which hitherto ruled in the ‘Former Soviet Union’, to abolish prostitution altogether by depriving the customers – largely men – of the financial means to buy people for sexual services. Such policies, though partially successful, in their turn incurred restrictions on individual rights which were little less open to criticism than the practices which they sought to replace. Prohibition, regulation, legalisation – there is no easy palliative to a condition under which women – and predominantly women – may suffer anything from dehumanisation to mutilation, rape, torture and in some extreme cases, death. Many believe that legalising prostitution and ensuring medical monitoring to be the best solution. This of course considers the health and legal risks of the customer but does nothing to mitigate the mental and emotional damage to the woman. Buying a woman’s body even in a medically safe environment should never be legal. 

I want this evening not to attempt to suggest any simple solution to a universal problem but to look at it particularly from the point of view of the victim – the woman who whether by choice or coercion, finds herself selling her body for money. There are, indeed, women who will claim that they have entered the field of prostitution freely and on their own terms, almost always quoting an economic imperative. They claim that they intend, and some succeed, in abandoning the role at a time of their own choosing and with their economic objectives fulfilled. What many will not admit to, however, is the price they have paid for the experience – a price which invariably includes a loss of self esteem, the inability thereafter to enjoy a normal sexual relationship, a dependence on alcohol or drugs, and the knowledge that, in this society at least, their social situation will remain at best anomalous, their marriage prospects compromised once their background is known.  They may understandably resent the hypocrisy of the male-dominated society which gives the prostitute her raison d’être, but there is little, in the present circumstances, she can do about it.

These women, of course, are the exception. The great majority of prostitutes are providing sexual services not through choice, but because of perceived necessity, because they have been forced into it by falling into the clutches of a pimp or organised gang, because a background of sexual or drug abuse have rendered them ill-equipped to resist what might have appeared to them as constituting a rational choice. And it is only when, for whatever reason, they have made that choice, they come to realise that they have entered what is essentially a one-way street. Whether they find themselves working on the streets or in the more up-market brothels of our big cities, to survive they have to distance themselves from what they are doing, disengage emotionally from an act which, under normal conditions, implies a loving involvement, pretend to their clients that they are enjoying what they do while, in an act of self-preservation, disassociating themselves from the act itself.

That the prostitute is by the nature of her work prone to exploitation, to trafficking across frontiers, to violence, to rape, even to murder is an inescapable corollary of the life she lives. Increasingly the criminal aspects of the sex trade – from sex tourism to the organised shipment of women from developing countries, to fronts like massage parlours and escort services, are receiving some international attention, but with little success. Working against such initiatives, however, is the unrestrained power of market forces. Prostitution and pornography is a multi-billion dollar industry.  The collapse of the USSR, for instance, led to an immediate influx from the West of pornography on a massive scale, and the consequential increase in prostitution. 

In 1949 a United Nations resolution stated that ‘prostitution and the accompanying evil in the traffic of persons for the purpose of prostitution  are incompatible with the dignity and worth of the human person and endanger the welfare of the individual, the family, and the community.’  Sadly since then, with the facility of easy communications, with the huge disparity of income as between East and West, and with the ascendancy of the market economy with its promotion of pornography and its emphasis on personal gratification at the expense of the common good, the problem has gone from bad to worse. For the individual woman who for whatever reason becomes a prostitute, however, it remains tragically the same – the loss of bodily and emotional integrity, the exclusion from normal society, the victimisation both by clients and pimps as well as by those – predominantly male – who penalise her legally for providing sexual services whilst reserving to themselves the covert opportunities to avail of them with little fear of arrest and conviction.  

There is no easy answer; but one thing we must not do is to comfort ourselves in the belief that by renaming the condition, by affecting to believe that prostitution is just a way of life like any other, the problem will go away. It won’t.

* * *
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