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A robust, new moral crusade against prostitution and 
sex trafficking has arisen in the past few years, 

targeting these issues with a vengeance and making a 
host of outlandish claims. This crusade has ~;cored a se- 
ries of major victories in getting its ideology incorpo- 
rated in law and government policy, resulting in a g,ow- 
ing crackdown on the sex industry in both the United 
States and abroad. 

Moral crusades arise in reaction to a pe,'ceived social 
problem, which they define as ai~ unqualified evil: par- 
ticipants see their mission as a rightc, ous enterprise whose 
goals are both symbolic (attempting to redraw or rein- 
force normative botmdaries) and practical I, ailning to 
crack down on evildoers and/or provide relief to vic- 
tirns). Crusaders typically call upon political elites to 
do ~;omething about the problem, and successful cru- 
sades resuh in some kind of insti tutionalization--in 
policy, law+ or ent0rcement practices. Apart fl'om win- 
ning Icgai aud poiicy hattie.,/, auccessful ct'u.'-iadcs a]s(+ 
benefit itt.sofar as there ideotogy is given official cn- 
dorsement by the state, whicia he~ps to affirm the cru- 
saders' moral standards, elevate their status, and often 
gene,'ates an influx Of new resomces. 

Moral crusades take the form of "moral panics" if 
the targeted evil is blown out of ploporlion, if the num- 
ber" of alleged victims is far higher than what is war- 
ranted by the available evidence, and if the claims re- 
sult in exaggerated anxiety or alarm among at least a 
segment of the population. In a moral panic, the gravity 
and scale of a menace or threat far exceeds its objective 
,eality. By this definition, the current crusade against 
prostitution can be considered a moral panic par excel- 
lence. 

Who's  Leading this Crusade? 
The crusade againsl prostitution has been waged by 

an alliance of the Christian right and radical feminists. 
The former include Focus on the Family, the Tradi- 
tional Values Coalition, the National Association of 
Evangelicals, the Catholic Bishops Conference, the Re- 
ligious t:reedom Coalition, and numerous others, ir:c~t �9 

religious conservatives, prostitution symbolizes sexual 
liberalism, moral decay, and family breakdown. As the 
founder of Evangelicals for Social Action, Ron Sider 
told the Seattle Weekly (8/25/I)4) the campaign against 
prostitution and sex trafficking "certainly fits with an 
ewmgelical concern for sexual integrity. Sex is to be 
reserved for a marriage relationship where there is a 
lifelong covenant between a man and a woman." A gov- 
e,'nment crackdown on prostitution thus ,atifics the 
Christian right's views on sex and the family. For radi- 
cal feminism (which is just one kind of feminism) pros- 
titution is defined as male domination, exploitation, and 
violence against women--whether  entered into volun- 
tarily or not, whether legal or illegal. As the most promi- 
nent radical feminist organization, the Coalition Against 
Trafficking in Women. proclaims on its website, "'All 
prnslilntion exploits women, regardless of  women's  
consent. Proslilt3tion affect,', all women, justifies the sale 
oP any wonlan,  a[Id rectuce,~ air women to sex." 

Although these religtous anti teminist activists arc 
fierce opponents on other social issues suci~ as abortion 
and same-sex marriage, they have entered into a mar- 
riage of convenience in their campaign against the sex 
industry. Two decades ago, these strange bedfellows 
forged the same coalition in opposition to pornography, 
playing a predominant role in the 1985 national con> 
mission chaired by Attorney General Edwin Moose. The 
commission's recommendations relied heavily on the 
testimony of leading anti-pornography activists, i nco f  
porated their claims rand dismissed counterevidence) 
regarding the various harms of pornography (e.g., caus- 
ing violence against women, moral decline), and led to 
a national crackdown on porn distributors, driving sev- 
eral out of business. 

l l i s to ry  is r epea t ing  i t se l f  today.  The  Moose 
commission's allegations about the harms of pornogra- 
phy are recapitulated in the Bush administrati(m's claims 
about prostitution and trafficking, and are just as strongly 
influenced by converging right-wing and feminist forces. 
As the director of the State Department 's trafficking 
office, John R. Miller, admitted in an op-ed in tire New 
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York Post (5/22/05), the federal government has been 
"working closely with faith-based, community,  and 
feminist organizations" to combat all fi)rms of prosti- 
tution. In fact, a coalition of these groups aggressively 
pushed for legislation that resulted in the Trqfficking 
Victims Protection Act of 20(X) (TVPA) and creation of 
the State Department's new Office to Monitor and C o m -  

bat Trafficking in Persons. Miller told the New York 
77rues(10/26/03) that he credits these groups with keep- 
ing trafficking on tile front burner: "'They're consumed 
by this issue. I think it's great. It helped get the legisla- 
tion passed, it helped spur me. 1 think it keeps the whole 
government focused." 

Tile Meese commission sparked a backlash from 
scholars (e.g., Larry Baron, Society, July-August 1987: 
Carole Vance. The Nation. August 2, 1986) and rests- 
lance from the pornography industry, but recent devel- 
opments in prostilution/trafficking policy have encoun- 
tered nluch less oppos i t ion- - l -mr l laps  because  
prostitution is illegal here and no one is lobbyirig in 
favor of trafficking. The crusade against prostitution ix 
yet another example of how ideology has triumphed 
over science in the Bush admiriistralion, but in this case, 
the scientific conlnninity has been hirgely silent. 

D u l ) i o u s  Cla ims  
Moral crusades typically make universalistic and often 

unverifiable claiuls about tile nature and extent of a 
particular social evil. My review of the puMications 
and testimony of leading organizations in this campaign, 
as well as relevant government docunlenls, identified 
the t+ollowing core claims: 

Prostitution always im'oh'e.s, and is  a n  extreme e.v- 
ample of  male ~hmffnation aml e.rploitation of  women, 
regardh'xs of  historical time period, societal context, or 
legal status. Prostitution has never been and can never 
be organized in a way that maximizes workers' inter- 
ests and empowers women. 

Violence is omnipre.sent in prostittttio#l. It is not sim- 
ply that prostitutes experience violent incidents: instead, 
violence ix depicled as utterly fuladanmntal and "'intrin- 
sic" to prostitution---categorically and universally. The 
mantra, constantly repeated by anti-prostitution orga- 
nizations, is that prostitution is vioh'm'e by definition. 
By equating prostitution with victimization, these ac- 
tivists hope to win broad support lk)r their c,usade. Who 
can endorse prostitution if it ix all about violence against 
woinen'? 

Female pro.slitules are victims who lack agem'y They 
do not actively make choices to enter or renlain in pros- 
titutiori, and the distinction between voluntary and 
forced prostitution ix falhicious. Activists use the terms 
"prostituted women" and "'sexual shivery" to drive home 

the idea that prostitution is something done to women, 
n o t  something that can be chosen. It is simply impos- 
s ine  that anyone would decide to be "used" in this way. 
As Melissa Farley, a prominent radical feminist activ- 
isl, declares, "To the extent that any woman is assumed 
to have freely chosen prostitution, then it follows that 
enjoyment of domination and rape are in her nature" 
(Melissa Farley and Vanessa Kelly, Women and Crimi- 
nal Justice, 2000). The only tilne women make their 
own choices is when they decide to leave prostitution. 

Legalization or decriminalization would only make 
the situation n'o,,'se. Such policies tire bad both sym- 
bolically (giving the state's blessing to a vile institution 
and legitimating men's sexual exploitation of women) 
and practically (only inagnifying all the problems as- 
sociated with prostitutiori). Anti-prostitution activists 
are very worried about what they perceive as the "nor- 
nlalization'" of prostitution ill various parts of the world. 
Normalization is seen in use of terlns such as "sex 
worker," "'escort," and "'exotic dancer," and in the very 
premise behind state-regulated, legalized prostitution. 
Tile director of the Protection Project, Mohamed Mattar, 
was quite bhmt in an address he gave in April 2005: 
"'Prostitution should be illegal." 

These claims are based in part on an ideological 
framework that simply decrees that prostitution is sin- 
ful, immoral, and harmful to the family (the right-wing 
position) or oppressive to women (tile radical feminist 
view), arid in part on research "'studies" conducted by 
certain scholar-activists. The former (moral ideology) 
is impossible to substantiate because it boils down to 
articles of faith. The latter (research studies) are nlore 
amenable to scientific scrutiny. In fact, the studies in 
question are replete with nlethodological and analyti- 
cal flaws. Counlerevidence is routinely ignored, anec- 
dotes masquerade as evidence, non sequiturs abound, 
and sanlpling ix biased toward the nlost disadvaritaged 
segrnent of the sex industry. 

These lqawed studies are contradicted by a large body 
of social science research, which reveals a very differ- 
ent reality fl'om the four core chlirns outlined above. 
Prostitution takes diverse fornls and exists under vary- 
ing conditioris, a complexity that flies in the face of the 
sweeping generalizatioris being made. The following 
points tire based on my review of the best research on 
the topic: 

Violence is not nearly as pervasive in prostitu- 
tion as many activists claim. Since no study uses 
systematic, randona samples and till rely instead 
on convenience samples on this difficult-to-ac- 
cess population, any figures on the incidence of 
violence must be treated with a huge grain of 
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salt. Therefore. anyone who claims that 70-80 
percent of  prostitutes have been assauhed or 
raped, as several radical feminist writers do. is 
violating a fundamental scientific canon--nanlely.  
that generalizations cannot be based on unrepre- 
sentative samples. But having said that, the re- 
search literature does indicate that violence is 
more of an occupational hazard for street prosti- 
tutes than for indoor workers. Several compara- 
tive studies find that call girls, escorts, and work- 
ers in brothels and massage parlors are lnuch less 
vuhlemble to abuse than street-level workers. One 
study, for instance, found that street prostitutes 
were three times mo,'e likely than call gMs and 
sakln~.l workers t o  experience ;.111 a s s a t l l t  and eleven 
times more likely to have been raped (Stephanie 
Church et al.. British Medical Journal, March 
2001). Another sludy found that street workers 
were three tilnes more likely than escorts to have 
been I')eaten and four times more likely to have 
been sexually assaulted (John Lowrrian and Laura 
Fraser, Violem'e Against Per.son.s Who Pt'o.Willtl{'. 
1995). 

This crusade's blanket depiction of prostitutes is 
not consistent with research findings. Workers 
do not necessarily see then>elves as "prostituted" 
or as victims. Many view themselves in nlore 
neutral l e r l n s  S t l c h  i t s  "'working w t l n l e n ' "  o r  " ' s e x  

workers." Missing from tile moral crusaders" dis- 
course is any reference to those workers who have 
made conscious decisions to enter the trade, re- 
ject tile llotion that they are oppressed and ex- 
ploited, and do not feel degraded or dehuman- 
ized. Many of those who work for escort agencies, 
brothels, and massage parlors, as well as inde- 
pendent call girls, fall into this category. In the 
United States, the vast inajority of prostitutes 
(around 8() percent) work indoors, not on the 
streets, yet much of what is clailned about pros- 
titution appears to be based on stereotypes of vic- 
tinlized street prostitutes generalized to all pros- 
t i tu t ion ,  Also  m i s s i n g  t rom the c r u s a d e ' s  
discourse is arly reference to male or transgender 
prostitution; the Christian right would condelnn 
this just as much as feniale prostitution, but the 
radical felninist position on malc/transgender sex 
work reinains opaque. 

Studies of  customers caution against grandiose 
characterizations. (Tustomers vary considerably 
in denlographic characteristics, motivation, and 
behavior. They come from all racial groups and 

all social classes, and they buy sex for different 
reasons. Most are not violence-prone; a small per- 
centage is responsible for most of  the violence 
against prostitutes, according to the largest study 
so fa,', a survey of  2,300 custome, 's  (Mart in 
Menlo ,  Violence Against  Women. Februa ry  
2004). 

Research on legal prostitution indicates that, un- 
der tile right conditions, prostitution can be or- 
ganized in a way lhat greally increases workers" 
safety and job satisfaction. Although no system 
is , isk-f,cc.  women working in legal prostitu- 
lion in Tile Netherlands experience very little 
violence.  Accord ing  to a 2004 study by the 
country 's  Ministry of Justice. tile "vast major- 
ity'" of workers in brothels, clubs, and window 
units report that they "often or always feel safe." 
Similarly. one of the advantages of Nevada 's  le- 
gal brothels is protection fronl violence. These 
brothels "'offer the safest environment availal')le 
for woulell to sell COllSensual sex acts fol+ nloney,'" 
a recent study concludes (Barbara Brents and 
Kathryn I lausbeck, Journal q/'Inlerlwr.wmal Vio- 
lem'e, March 2005). And a major evaluation of 
legal brothels in Quccnshmd, Australia, by the 
govermnent ' s  Critne and Mist(induct (7(nnnlis- 
sion, concluded. "'There is no doubt that licensed 
brothcls provide the safest working environnlent 
for sex workers in Queensland .... l,egal brothels 
now operating in Queensland provide a sustain- 
able model for a healthy, crinlc-free, and safe 
legal licensed brothel industry." In all three cases, 
elaborate safety measures (panic buttons, listen- 
ing devices, and nlanagemenl surveillance) al- 
low managers to respond to unruly or violent cus- 
tomers quickly and effectively. 

In short, there is plenty of evidence contradicting 
this nlora] Clusadc's sweeping claims. Unfortunately, 
those claims have now taken deep root in the American 
govcrnnmnt ' s  own moral discourse, legislation, and 
funding policies. 

U.S. l+cgislation a n d  Policy 
Successful moral crusades benet'it t'ronl an infhlx of  

resources, either fronl priwlte donations or fronl sym- 
pathetic governnlents. It turns out that trafficking has 
become quite luc,ative for a whole host of organiza- 
tions. The U.S. Governnlent  dispersed $300 million 
over the past four years to international and donlestic 

tT )- NGOs (non-=ove,'nnlental organizations). Several or- 
ganizations have been lavished with money-  around 
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$1 million each has gone to groups that "rescue" vic- 
tims, like the International Justice Mission and Shared 
Hope International. And trafficking conferences are 
being funded all over the world; one m Washington, 
D.C., in Fcbruary 2005, had a $1.8 million price tag, 
according to the Seattle Weekly (8/25/04). The anti- 
trafficking campaign has become big business. 

Apart fi'om these material benefits, successful moral 
crusades are victorious insofar as their ideology is in- 
corporated in official government policy. The anti-pros- 
titution crusade's views have been institutionalized re- 
markably quickly, judging from developmenls in U.S. 
law and govermnent policy. In terms of foreign policy, 
the crusade's claims are abundantly evident in the TVPA, 
the State Departnaent's annual Trql.li'cki,~g ill I'CFSOtIS 
Reporls, and the Department 's  infamous website, The 
Link Between Prostitution aml Sex "l'rqff'i~'king. Domes- 
tically, tile policy shift is embodied in lhe End l )emaml  
.lbr Sex TraJ, lh'king Act of 2005 (11R 2012 and S 937), a 
bill now before the I louse and Senate Judiciary Com- 
mittees. Despite its title, the bill covers much more than 
sex trafficking: its objective is to "'combat commercial  
sexual activities" in general, fIR 2012, the TVPA, and 
the Justice Department 's  Model  State Anti-l)'a, ffh'king 
Criminal Statute all define commercial sex as "'any sex 
act on account of which anylhing of value is given to, 
or received by. any person." Incredibly elastic in scope, 
lhe targets would seem to include legal pornography, 
whose actors get paid for sex acts, as well as legal brothel 
prostitution ill Nevada and perhal)s lap dancing ill strip 
clubs if lhal qualifies as a type of "'sex acl.'" 

The St:lie l)epartment 's  new website on Irafficking 
and prostitution and its annual trafficking reports arc 
filled with shocking pronouncenlents that could have 
been written by any radical felninist or religious con- 
servative activist. Indeed, tile website cites studies and 
public statements of pronfinent anti-prostitution femi- 
nists. The website boldly proclaims that prostitution 
"'is inherently harmful. Few activilies are as brutal and 
danTaging to people as prostitution": it "'leaves women 
and children physically, mentally, emotionally,  and 
spiritually devastated", legal prostitution "'creates a safe 
haven for criminals who traffic people into prostitu- 
tion"; and "prostitution is not lhe oldest profession, but 
the oldest l'orln of oppression." HR 2012 is similarly 
unequivocal: "'Connnercial sexual activities have a dev- 
astating impact on society. Tim sex Irade has a dehu- 
inanizing effect on fill involved." 

Coercive sex trq~Tcking can be defined as the use of 
force, fraud, or deception to procure, transport, har- 
bor, and sell persons, wilhin and between nalions, for 
purposes of  prostitution. This definilion does not apply 
to persons who willingly travel in search of employ- 

ment in the sex industry, though many writers lump 
this kind of migration into the trafficking category in 
order to inflate the number  of  victims. In some ac- 
counts, all tmdocumented persons who were assisted in 
transit across borders  are counted as " t ra f f icked ."  
whether they consented or not. If prostitution is de- 
fined as violence and oppression, consent becomes ir- 
relevant. 

Activists in this crusade, and now the U.S. Govern- 
ment, claim that victimization is a worldwide epidemic. 
Although a report by Amy O'Nei l l  Richard, a State 
Department analyst, acknowledged in 2000 that "'no one 
U.S. or international agency is compiling accnrate sta- 
tistics." her report then claimed that "700.000 to 2 mil- 
lion women and children a,'e trafficked globally each 
year." In 2002, the State l)epart,nent 's maximum fig- 
ure had grown to 4 million, hut lwo years later it claimed 
600,000 to 800,000 victims of fill types of  trafficking 
(with no explanation for the huge lluctuatioilsk "'hun- 
dreds of  thousands" of  whom are trafficked into prosti- 
tution. According to tile sponsor tsf HR 2012. Congress- 
woman Deborah Pryce (R-Ohio). 14.000-17.000 women 
and children are trafficked into the Uniled States each 
year  for sexual exploitation. The State Department  
claims, again without evidence, that inlernalionally 80 
percent of the victims are wolnen and 50 percent are 
chi ldren.  The mass  media  are of ten compl ic i t  in 
uncritically reporling these unverified numbers.  An 
editorial in the New York 7)'rues (1/9/04), for example. 
was quite emphatic: "Around the world, aboul one mil- 
lion women and children are seduced into leaving their 
homelands every year anti forced into prostitution or 
menial work in other countries." 

The use of shockingly high figures is a tactic com- 
mon to moral crusades: it is in their interesl to exagger- 
ate the problem in order to attract media coverage, fund- 
ing. and attention from policy makers. NGOs depend 
on a huge number  of  victims in order I(5 win ,najor 
funding from donors. In this crusade, it is quite felling 
that sources for the figures are typically missing, and 
no agency has ever revealed much about how it calcu- 
lates the tot~.ll number of victims. Yet the ahlrming fig- 
ures arc repeated oftcn enough by activists, in the me- 
dia. anti now by the U.S. Government lhat lhey have 
gained a veneer of credibility. UNESCO (United Na- 
tions Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organiza- 
tion) is one of the few organizations to take issue with 
the "'false" and "spurious" statistics being circuhitcd, its 
review of the figures concluded, "'When it comes to 
statistics, trafficking of girls and we,sen is one of sev- 
eral highly emotive issues which seem to ove, 'whehn 
critical faculties." To say that "'hundreds (51" thousands" 
of  people are trafficked into prostitution each year is 
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conveniently vague, but it is equally disingenuous to 
pick a number out of thin air, whether it is 700,000. 
two million, or four million. The reality is that there 
are no reliable statistics on the scope of  the problem. 
I 'ven ballpark estimates are problematic, given the hid- 
den nature of the illegal sex trade. Yet U.S. govern- 
ment policy rests on claims of an epidemic of traffick- 
ing as well as a skyrocketing growth of prostitution 
internationally. 

The claims are carefully crafted to provoke maxi- 
lnunl alarm and oulrage about the problem. The re- 
peated use of tile terms "'sex slavery" and "'a modern 
tbrm of slavery" are designed to horrify the public and 
generate support for draconian countermeasures. Simi- 
htrly, the frequent linkage of "'women and children" 
victims is designed to accentuate and equate their vul- 
nerability and htck of agency. If, in fact. lhe vast ma- 
jority of "'victims" are individuals making conscious 
choices to migrale in search of work, this would under- 
CUl the claims being made. This is precisely the conch> 
sion of a recent study of Vietnamese migrants in Cam- 
bodia, who had been "'trafficked" in the sense that they 
were assisted by intermediaries.  ()tit of  100 women 
studied, only six had been tricked into sex work; the 
rest knew before they left Vietnam thal they would 
be working in a brothel in Canlbodia,  and they did 
so for " 'economic incentives, desire for an indepen- 
dent lifestyle, and dissatisfaction with rural life and 
agricultural  labor." After  raids on the brothels  by 
" rescue"  orgauiza t ions ,  which took the women It) 
, 'ehabilitation centers, the women "'usually returned 
to their brothel as quickly as possible" (Joanna Busza, 
Sarah Castle. and Aisse Diarra, British Medical ,hint- 
hal, June 2004). The authors argue that criminalizing 
the migrants and the sex industry only "'forces them 
underground, making them more difficult to reach with 
appropriate services and increasing the likelihood of 
exploitation." 

The Cambodian study is not an isolated one; several 
others have found that many migrants sold sex prior to 
relocating to another society, while others knew they 
would be working in the sex industry when they ar- 
rived at their destination. Other investigations also find 
thal many of lhe rescued women eventually return It) 
sex work (Alex Renton, Pro.spect, May 2005). 

What is largely missing here is altenlion to poverty 
and barriers to wonlen's employment in the Third World 
and Eastern Europe. Such a socioeconomic analysis of 
the problem has been overshadowed by the moral dis- 
course of  tile dominant lk)rces in the anti-tralTicking 
movemenl.  

The Bush administration employs bolh the carrot and 
slick to change international opinion and practice. The 

stick is used to pressure complacent governments  to 
change their policies on trafficking and prostitution. 
1"he annual Trq[ficking in Persons Report ranks coun- 
tries into three tiers according to their records oil t r a f  
ficking, and under the TVPA, the U.S. government can 
impose economic sanctions on nations that are not mak- 
ing good faith efforts It) crack down on tile problem. 
The U.S. government also tries to shame other coun- 
tries into compliance. Japan is one case in point, and 
South Korea is another. After the Slate I)epartmcnt in- 
cluded South Korea in 2001 on its "watch list'" of coun- 
tries with a poor record in fighting trafficking, the 
embanassed South Korean Government  passed a new 
law (in 2004) that increased penalties for non-trafficked 
sex workers. Subsequently, the State l)epartment 's  2005 
7)'qfficking in l'ersons Report declared that the Korean 
governmenl "showed leadership" by passing the anti- 
proslitution law, and Korea was then rewarded by be- 
in,, relnoved from the watch list. 

At the same lime. a carrot is used to entice organiza- 
lions tO accept the Bush administration's position. To 
be eligible for U.S. funding, any l\)reign NGO work- 
ing on tile trafficking front tnust now declare its oppo- 
sition to legal prostitution. The State Depar tment ' s  
website is unequivocal: "'no U.S. grant flmds should be 
awarded to foreign non-govertmlental organizations lhal 

support legal state-reguhtted prostitution." Similarly, 
tile AIDS funding law of 2003 requires that any inter- 
national organization working to fight AIDS inust "'have 
a policy explicitly opposing pi'ostittltion and sex traf- 
fickino'" if it wishes to receive such fundin,, Both tile 
State l)epartment and now i lR 2012 clailn that legal 
prostitution "'fuels" trafficking: where prostitution is 
tolerated, according to the bill, there is "'nearly always 
an increase in the nulnber of women and children traf- 
ticked into commercial  sexual activities." 

In May 2005, 171 Alnerican and Ik)l'eign organiza- 
lions signed a leller It) President Bush opposing the anti- 
prostituthm pledge because they believe this policy in- 
terferes with promising interventions. Because of the 
restriction, several NGOs have rejected American fund- 
ing. It has been argued that the pledge violates the First 
Amendment  right to fl'ee speech, but this right appar- 
ently does nol apply to non-American organizations. 

There is absolutely no evidence that legal proslitu- 
O" lion causes or even contributes si~,nificantly to sex traf- 

ficking If legal prostitution fuels trafficking, Nevada 
should be a Mecca for traffickers. Yet there has been no 
doculnented increase in trafficking in areas of tile state 
whcre brothels arc legal. Morcover, the Stale Depart- 
ment itself provides some evidence contradicting the 
alleged deleterious effect of legalization: In the 2005 
"l)'q/.'ficking in Persons Report, Australia, New Zealand, 
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and the Netherlands, where prostitution is legal, were 
found to "fully comply with min imum standards for 
the el imination of trafficking." Regarding the Neth- 
erlands, the Report reveals something striking: the 
Dutch police report a "'decrease in trafficking in the 
legal sector.'" Apparently,  legal prostitution may help 

reduce tra[ficking due to greater government oversight 
of the legal sector, rather than being a magnet for sex 
traffickers. 

The U.S. Government 's  position on prostitution con- 
Irasts sharply not only with nations that have legalized 
some fo,'m of prostitution but also with those that are 
currently investigating alternatives to blanket prohibi- 
tion. In P, ritain, the l lome Office circulated a 111~.ljor 
consultation paper, Paying the Price. on prostitution in 
2004, inviting comments from all interested parties, as 
a prelude to possible changes in government  policy. 
Meanwhile, in Canada. the House of Commons  Sub- 
committee on Solicitation Laws recently held hearings 
across the country that examined ways to improve con- 
ditions for sex workers, including liberalization of the 
law. In short, several governments around the world 
appear to  reject the notion that prostitution is inher- 
ently evil and instead have instituted or explored ways 
to regulate it, guided by the principle of harln reduc- 
tion. This approach has also been embraced in Nevada, 
whe,e legal brothels have existed for the past thirty- 
five years. 

It is also worth noting that a sizeable lmmher of  
Americans fuvor a more liberal approach to prostitu- 
tion. A 1991 Gallu I) poll reported that 40 percent of the 
public believed thal "prostitution should be made legal 
and regulated by the government ,"  and in 1996 the 
General  Social Survey reported that 45 percent of  
Americans agreed thal, "There is nothing inherently 
wrong with prostitution, so hmg as the health risks can 
be minimized. If consentin.,, adults a~ree to  exchan,,e 
money for sex. that is their business." 

There is no doubt that coercive sex trafficking oc- 
curs. No one should be forced or deceived into selling 
sex, and unambiguous cases of  this kind of trafficking 
need to be punished severely. But the issue has become 
thoroughly politicized. Activists and government offi- 
cials have trumpeted phantom statistics and exploited 
anecdolal horror stories as evidence of a worldwide 
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epidemic of coerced prostitution and to justify a cam-  
paign against all forms of commercial  sex. 

As William McDonald points out in his excellent 
analysis of  the issue, the ai~ti-trat'ficking campaign has 
capitalized on "one of the most powerful symbols in 
the pantheon of Western imagery, the innocent, young 
gM dragged off  against her will to distant hinds to sat- 
isfy the insatiable sexual cravings of  wanton men." 
Contemporary claims ;,lbt)ut sex trafficking are remi- 
niscent of the frenzy over "white slavery" early in the 
twentieth century (a problem that was largely mythi- 
cal), except that now the typical victim is a poor, young 
wolnan fi'om the Third World or Eastern Europe. l)ur- 
ing both tilne periods, a litany of wild claims contrib- 
uted to a moral panic, and those who were skeptical of 
the claims remained largely silent. Today, there is a 
great deal of research contradicting this crusade's cari- 
cature of prostimtiol~ and lnany good reasons to oppose 
the shift in American policy on sex trafficking. 
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